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AN ORSON OF THE MUSE 

Her son, albeit the Muse’s livery 

And measured courtly paces rouse his taunts, 

Naked and hairy in his savage haunts. 

To Nature only will he bend the knee , 

Spouting the founts of her distillery 

Like rough rock-sources , and his woes and wants 

Being Nature’s, civil limitation daunts 

His utterance never , the nymphs blush, not he 

Him, when he blows of Earth, and Man, and Fate, 

The Muse wiU hearken to with graver ear 

Than many of her tram can waken him 

Would fam have taught what fruitful things and dear 

Must sink beneath the tidewaves, of their weight. 

If in no vessel built for sea tliey swim 


George Meredith 



aiAPTER I 


rSTKODLCTOR-i 

More than a g ene r ation passed since ah \MiJtman 

died The time it come when more and more the 
attempt Nvill be made and ma} hopcfull) be made to 
estimate his permanent place among the wntcra of the 
English language I do not sa} I do not think that 
the time has jet come for rcgittcnng a \‘crdict tliat can 
confidently expect to stand without fcanng aenous 
modification in the future It will come no doubt 
To suppose that such verdicts ore not attained or attain 
able u only a piece of the cunous mtcilcctual onarcliy 
of our time The truth is that literary judgements 
have proved themseUes at least as stable as tho^ of 
history or politics philosophy or science No one who 
It capable of forming on opimon on such questions 
supposes that there can ever again be any aenous 
question about the poede rank of Aeschylus or Dante 
or Shakespeare or Milton Indeed such doubts os 
have arisen m the past have commonly been due 
either to ignorance of the poet s language, as m the 
case of Shakespeare or to rcacdons and prejudices 
unconnected with literature as in the ease of Dante 
In each case the literary judgement formed immediately 
or withm a generadon by those best competent to 
E I n 
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decide has finally triumphed Criticism may indeed 
continue the work of elucidation, may bring out new 
details of judgement or modify old ones But the broad 
facts and the mam impression have long ago been 
settled , and nothing alters about these fixed stars of 
the literary firmament except their new relation to each 
new and differing generation of civilised men Whit- 
man has certainly not yet reached this position And 
It IS one of the results of that lack of any hterarj' 
education which was in part his strength and in part 
his weakness that he never understood that any one 
had, and constantly supposed that the “ pioneers ” and 
journalists of the New World could revise these ancient 
and settled verdicts by their natural genius unassisted 
by any knowledge of the long history either of art or of 
any other mamfestation of human life That is not so 
Gemus is much greater than knowledge, but it can 
seldom be a substitute for it. Whitman, himself a 
man’ of gemus, was always blundenng ludicrously when 
he pronounced his confident judgements on great 
wnters for judging whom he m fact possessed no 
matenals at all When he \vntes of Goethe that “ he 
passes with the general crowd upon whom the Amencan 
glance descends with indifference ”, he is of course 
merely making himself ridiculous Neither he, nor 
“ the Amencan glance ”, nor indeed any other glance 
— Enghsh, French, Itahan, or even German — can see 
Goethe He takes a good deal of hard looking at , 
and not merely looking at The eyes that are to see 
the whole of such men as Goethe and Milton must bnng 
a good deal with them or their looking will be wholly 
or partly in vam Whitman’s executors did him a bad 
service m repnnting ignorant exuberances of this kmd 
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dug out of old nevTRpapcr articles They arc little 
read probably but so ^ aa they are read they can 
only block the way to an appreciation of the great 
achievementB of his genius when it was engaged m its 
proper work. The tune when this wholly uncritical 
attitude could be excused has now passed away 
It IS no longer possible to take the view which he 
hansclf and so many of his fnenda often took, that 
he was a poet m a new sense of the word and of 
a different order from all earlier pocta And it is 
crjually impossible as Americana themselves are m 
crcasmgly pcrcovmg to suppose aa Whitman sup- 
posed, that the Americans for whom and of whom he 
wrote were a new order of men who had broken with 
the past and needed a new sort of hteraturc unconnected 
With the hteraturc of older coimtncs AU rcvolution- 
anes whether htcrary rchgioua or pohtical begm by 
this delusion, and after they have made their revolution 
learn if they are capable of leammg anythmg, that it 
is a delusion. There arc no new orders of men Some 
gcncrationa have a little more of the new m them and a 
httlc leas of the old But m all of them the old by 
whatever name you call it, mhcntance atavism, custom 
prejudice largely outbalances the new The method 
of progress u that of all life It is change in contmuity 
and contmuity m change There is no life without 
diaugc but where there is a breach of contmuity there 
la death 

This 18 the central truth of history of which 
Whitman knew httle and ao was led to imagme that 
what he wrote was unlike anything that had ever been 
wntten before and that the generation for whom he 
wrote it had nothing in common with previous genera 
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tions On the contrary, it grows daily clearer that what 
will prove most permanent in his work is what was 
built on the oldest emotions and experiences known to 
men Love and death have always been the greatest 
subjects of poetry, and they remam the greatest m 
Whitman as they were m Homer The beauty of 
Nature and of the body and soul of man were great 
subjects for the Greeks , and so they are for Whitman 
War has always aroused the imagination of poets , and 
Hector and Andromache are hardly more movmg than 
some of the poems which the great Civil War between 
his countrymen called out of Whitman Nor has any 
poet dwelt more msistently on those two elements m a 
soldier’s death, the sweetness of it and the glory, the 
dulce and the decorum, which were joined together long 
ago by Horace m the most famous of all summmgs-up 
of the praise of those who die for their coimtry The 
poets and orators of Athens vied with each other m 
rejoicmgs over hberty won from foreign enemies or 
from domestic tjnrants The spirit is the same m 
Whitman it is only the circumstances of his time and 
coimtry which differ What he did for Lmcoln and 
Lmcoln’s soldiers stretches hands across the centunes 
to what Simomdes did for the immortal band of 
Thermopylae, and Pericles for the Athemans who died 
m the first year of the Peloponnesian war All these 
old themes of patriotism and love, the bloom of young 
faces, the wonder of trees and flowers and of the sprmg 
notes of birds, the eternal sighmg of the sea, the mystery 
of death and the mystery of hfe. Whitman inherited 
from Greeks and Enghshmen, or rather from the whole 
human race of which every man, and especially every 
man of genius, is bom the heir But of course there is 
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more than lahentance The har adda to vidiat he 
receives He brings himself and his own generation 
to bear upon the traditional accumulations and eipen 
cnees of the ages \ yhat Wh itman b rought is not s o 
much or so new.a s hejt hought i t-was But it la some 
thing and it is new York as he saw it, the whole 

American world as he experienced it, waa something 
that had never been beJfore So far as he could 
embrace it and bo far as he could transfuse it mto 
poetry he added to the poetic inhcntancc of manlond 
His embrace was prodigious there is a prodigahty^ 
I mth o f observation and of mterest in some of hisporaa 
o^ wtich it IS not too^uch to that it aometimea 
recalls Shakespeare Aa with Shakespeare so some' 
times with him it seems that there is no man on the 
earth and no doing or makin g or buamess of any kmd 
gomg on upon it that he has not observed and remcm 
bered. No doubt he la much leas successful than 
Shakespeare m converting all his base metal mto gold 
It was one of his cunoua ignorances that he thought 
that all it needed for becoming gold was to be called so 
He only occasionally underatood that if the poet is not 
on alchemiBt he is nothmg at all Happily for him 
he practised alchemy more often than he knew But 
there are '^demcssca of catalogue m hia work m which 
hia materi^ la Iclt m unshaped^d even untouched as 
if the writer were a surveyor s clerk or a compiler of 
statistics for a county council lake Wordsworth, who 
^ antiapated him m so ma n y way s he waa unaware that 
poetry cannot be made of^y subject or written m any 
language But he had none of the self protecting 
instmct which kept Wordsworth from acting very often 
on his Ignorance He could not be much more 
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indifFerent than Wordsworth was to the critical opinion 
of his time and country But it is one thing to be 
indifferent to authoritative opinion and another to he 
unaware that such opinion exists , it is one thing to 
have Coleridge for your intimate fnend and quite 
another to have as your fnends half-educated writers 
m the American provmcial newspapers of sixty or 
seventy years ago 

These were the difficulties with which Whitman’s 
patli to poetry was beset, though he was almost entirely 
unaware of them By native genius he got through 
them, but they left their mark upon him. The triviality 
of so much of his work, its constant exhibition of that 
mixtyre of grandiosity and banality which is everywhere 
the note of “ democratic ” hterature, his refusal to 
submit himself to those hmitations of w^ords which are 
the strength as well as the hmitation of a poet, all these 
thmgs and otliers, results alike of his temperament and 
his environment, stood continually in the way of his 
perfect achievement and stand still m the way of his 
complete recogmtion The object of this httle book 
is to make one more effort, which will certainly not be 
the last that will have to be made, to clear aw^ay these 
obstacles, not by denying them, wdiich is impossible, 
and if it were possible would be absurd, but by 
givmg them and their unfortunate consequences the 
frankest admission. So and so only, as it seems to me, 
shall we arnve at a clear view of what remains after all 
deductions, not merely the originality, not merely the 
gemus, but the actual poetic acluevement of Wliitman. 
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THE LIFE OF WHITMAN 

The work of a poet, like the work of any other man is 
partly conditioned by the orcumstancca of his life It 
u conceivable thou^ not very probable that Shake 
speare might never have discovered his dramatic genius 
if he had not had to make his hvmg and had not tned 
to make it as an actor If he had been a man of 
mdependent meana he might never have thought of 
cipoaing himself to the intrigues and jealousies for 
which theatres have always been conspicuous and his 
genius might have satisfied itself with poems greater 
no doubt than Lucrece and Venus and Adorns but of 
the same order as they Necessity sent him to the 
theatre and ultimately made him the creator of Hamlet 
and Lear necessity and with it that cunous instmct 
which though often defeated always tnea to set a man 
to the domg of his proper busmeas The nature and 
form of Milton s achievement was decided by three 
dungs outside his own character and genius The easy 
cu-cumstanccs of his father and the father e unbounded 
confidence m his son gave the young poet the longest 
and most scholarly education poet ever had an educa 
tion which would have overwhelmed a smaller man but 
only mereased the strength of the giant- Then there was 
7 
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the Civil War and the prominent part he himself played 
in tlie Revolution which followed it And then there 
was tlie defeat, the poverty, and above all, tlic blindness 
of his old age 

So tvith Whitman Leaves of Grass is the child not 
merely of gemus but of genius shaped by pqycrtj^ 
Ignorance and adventure , above all by the America of 
the forties and fifties of the last century and by the 
Civil War of its sixties, Walt Whitman had been to 
school and college he would no doubt have been less 
often absurd , 'but is it certain that he would ever have 
been a poet ? Perhaps we may exaggerate the loss 
that great men would have suffered if tlie circumstances 
which served them so well had not been theirs , for wc 
can never set hmits to the power which genius has so 
often shown of shaping and transforming circumstance 
Shelley tnumphantly defeated his father and Eton and 
Oxford and Harriet , Blake and Clare defeated poverty 
But this we can say As Wordsworth could not pos- 
sibly have been the particular thing he was if he had 
not been bom among the Lakes, so Whitman could not 
possibly have been the poet of Leaves of Glass if he had 
not come of workman parentage, if he had not from a 
very early age had to shift for himself, and if he had 
not had that American world of seemingly boundless 
possibihtiey to do it in. Besides, there was the war 
He and Milton both hated war and despised its 
poets But each m truth owed the highest heights 
he climbed to the experience he had had of\the 
heroism and the agony of a great national stmggley 
The war was the central fact m Whitman’s hfe and, 
as he said himself, though he had “ made a start ” 
before it, without the passion it aroused in him 
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all hta work and aims might well have ‘ come to 
nought 

His life divides Itself nalunill) into three jvenods 
The first, from 1819 to 1848, is that of jouth feeling 
lU wa} The second, from 1848 to 1873 ts the great 
penod both of life and of poctrj The third from 
1873101892,13 m the mam oncofwcalcncssand dccaj 
slowly passing into death 

He was bom m i8i q at a pbee called Hills 
on I^g Jslmd on a farm which had belonged to 
his famil} for more than a hundred ond fiftv >ean 
According to the photograph of it given in Mr Binns s 
Life of Whitman it is a small but subs^^l hov^, 
much like thousands oflarmhousa to be secnTierc in 
England It is no longcrfhc propcrt) of tlic \\Tiitnrian 
family Nor did ^VhllInan himself spend much time 
in it His father left it and raov ed to the naghbounng 
town of Brooklyn m 1823 before the bo> was four 
jears old But the children and espeoally Walt, 
spent long summer da)*3 in the fields round the old 
home and it is this rather than his actual birth in it 
that gives West Hills its importance in his life It 
secured for the poet of a very modem urban and 
constantly changing avalisation the eapencncc m his 
earliest jears of trees and flowers and birds and what 
struck deepest of all into his inner life of the imagination, 
of^c raj’stenous call of the sea) 

He came of good^tock Late in life he could say 

As to loving and diamtercstcd parents no boy or man 
ever bad more cause to bless and thank them than I 
In his carher years he thought his heredity stamp ' 
came mainly from his mother b side but later on he 
got to see that there was a good deal of his father m 
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him , notably, no doubt, his quietness and caution 
His mother was the daughter of a Dutch father and of 
an Enghsh or Welsh mother of Quaker traditions She 
was not a Friend in the denominational sense, but the 
Quakerism in her blood, and the fact that the most 
impressive religious experience of Whitman’s boyhood 
was connected with the preaching of an unorthodox 
Quaker called Hicks, may have had something to do 
with the vein of mysticism which is so marked a feature 
of many of his poems The poet’s father, after whom 
he was named Walter, was more of a carpenter than a 
farmer and practised that trade when he moved from 
West Hills to the then small tovui of Brooklyn There 
the boy lived by the waterside , but one may suppose 
that while the to\vn and the wharf first gave him that 
sense, always so marked m him, of the interestingness 
of man’s various usings of his conquest of land and sea, 
the frequent escapes to the old home and the hills, from 
which the sea was only a distant sight or a mysterious 
music, fostered in him that other, more ordinanly 
poetic, consciousness which felt m nature the presence 
of a fnend, a mother or a god 

Many years afterv'ards,in the first of the poems called 
Sea-Dnft, he Tecalls how, as a boy, he would leave his 
bed and wander “ alone, bareheaded, barefoot ” , and 
how once. 

When the hlac scent was m the air and Fifth-month grass 

was growing, 

he found a nest witli four eggs m it and how he every 
day watched “ the he-bird ” and “ the she-bird ” till 
one day the hen disappeared 

thenceforward all summer m the sound of the sea, 

And at mght under the full of the moon m calmer weather, 
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Over the boanc tuiptng of the tea. 

Or flittine from brier to brier by day 
I taw I Beard at xmcrvult the rerTtaining onC| the he bud 
The iobtary gucit frum Alabama. 

Then follows the song of the bird 

Blow 1 blow 1 blow 1 

Blow up ica windi along Paumanok t shore 
I wait and I wait till you blow my mate to me 

Soothe 1 loothe I soothe I 
Qose on itB wave soothes the wave behind 
And again another behind embracing and lapping every one 
dose. 

But my love soothes not me not me 

Low banp the moon it rose late 

It b lagging — O I think it is heavy with Im'c with love 

O madly the sea pushes upon the land 
With love, with love 

O night 1 do I not sec my love fluttcnnc out among the 
breakers ? 

What b that little black thing I see there in the white ? 

Loud 1 loud 1 loud 1 
Loud I call to you my love 1 

O darkness I O in vim I 
O I am very tick and sorrowfuL 

O brown halo In the sky near the moon droopmg upon the 
sea 1 

O troubled reflectioa m the sea I 
O throat I O throbbing heart I 
And 1 Binging usdesaly uselessly til the night. 

O past 1 O hippy life I O songs of joy 1 
In the air m the woods over fields 
Loved 1 loved I loved I loved 1 loved 1 
But my mate no more no more with me 1 
We two together no more. 

As the bird sings the boy becomes aware that he too is 
a smger a poet and then he u filled with sorrow and 
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love and their difficult questionings , and at last the sea 
gives him the oldest of answers, the answer to which all 
have to submit, which he more than most poets learned 
not merely to endure but to welcome and embrace 

Whereto answering, the sea, 

Delaying not, hurrying not, 

Whisper’d me through the night, and very plainly before 
daybreak, 

Lisp’d to me the low and delicious word death, 

And again death, death, death, death, 

Hissing melodious, neither like the bird nor like my arous’d 
cMd’s heart, 

But edging near as privately for me rustling at my feet, 
Creeping thence steadily up to my cars and la\ ing me softly 
all over, 

Death, death, death, death, death 

This may be partly to anticipate , for a man’s memory 
easily reads his mature self mto his childhood. There 
IS more m the poem, of course, than there was in the 
expenence , there always is m all good poems But 
it points unmistakably back to a boy who began very 
early to feel the mystery of life and death and the 
compamonship of land and sea One other point about 
Whitman’s mhentance or environment and we may 
pass to the life which he began very early to make for 
himself He came of “ rebel ” stock, and would of 
course m no way have objected to that word Both 
^his paternal and maternal ancestors seem to have 
served m Washington’s armies, and one at least of 
his km was captured, and imprisoned by the Bntish 
mihtary authorities (^o the infant Walt had freedom 
in his blood as well as in the air of his time and country.^ 
Possibly too the odd fact that when he was five or six 
he was kissed by the hero Lafayette, then in America, 
may have added to his ardour for liberty, of which 
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Lafayette vraa regarded aa the prophet. Add to this 
that he was brought upjmthj i o Pufitan stncto css and 
r early m his life became a devourcr of n gyels especially 
f of Walter Sc ott e and Coop^ s and we have a child- 
'^nnHTqny thing but unfavourable to the development of 
a poet 

But his childhood came early to an end By the 
tunc he was eleven he was qrrand bo y or dcA to_a 
lawyer and two years later m haePBegun "his long 
connection with j ournalis m and was boarding with the 
pnnter of a local ^per He was even allowed to write 
occasionally, but chief thing remembered about him 
was the idleness which made his proprietor say that if 
he caugid ii ague he would be too lazy to shake 

Then m 1836, there was a brief phW of joumaham 
m New York but he soon returned to his native Long 
Island where he spent four or five years aa a teacher 
With at least one mterval during which he ran a newa^ 
paper of his own RemmiBcenccs of him at this time 
speak of the force and charm of his peraonahty as 
already conspicuous He is said to have liked amuse- 
ment especially whist but worked funously when he 
did wort. Ole neither drank nor swore nor tmoked ^ 
owing probably to a passing phase of Puntamsm not 
imcommon m youttu The same temperament showed 
Itself m the first success of hia pen his tale called 
FrankJm Evans or The Inebriate This was issued as a 
supplement by a New York newspaper a year after his 
return to that aty and to journalism m 1841 When 
—twenty thousand copies arc sold of a book wntten by a 
man of twenty two he is not likely to take to any other 
trade but writing And for the rest of his life though 
Whitman occanonally took up other ostensible occupa 
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tions, such as carpentering with his father, or working 
at a clerk’s desk, his chief business outside that of being 
himself was wntmg of one kmd or another In after 
years he laughed at his temperance tract and liked 
assertmg that he wrote it in a beer cellar with the help 
of Bacchus or John Barleycorn. All this time he was 
something of a Radical or Democratic politician, and, 
though he also wrote m “ Whig ” papers, he did some 
purely party work for Polk, the Democratic President 
elected in 1844 He occasionally came across notable 
men such as Poe and Bryant, but it was not such in- 
fluences which did the shapmg of him then or at any 
other tone What made hun the man and the poet he 
became was no followmg of any hero or master, but his 
own pecuhar genius which enabled him to observe, 
absorb and even love all sorts and conditions of things 
and people, human, ammal and vegetable, in that 
hurrymg and already crowded life of New York and its 
neighbourhood And not merely to absorb. There 
was m his gemus resistance as well as adaptabihty, and 
m spite of his umversal mterests and sympathies he 
remained an mdividuahst, a heretic, a rebel , m a word, 
himself This period of active joumahsm came to an 
end m 1848, and it was a pohtical issue, the great issue, 
then begmmng to divide men, which concluded it 
Whitman had been for two years editor of a Democratic 
paper (m which, one is glad to hear, he so far relaxed 
his severity as to “ approve of dancing within reasonable 
hours ”) when the slave issue entered upon a new phase 
through many Democrats gomg back upon the pohcy 
of the Wilmot proviso which excluded slavery from 
new States Among these were Whitman’s proprietors, 
and when they criticised his anti-slavery leadmg articles 
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he at once resigned Slavery was presently to make 
a great war and the war was to make Whitman such a 
poet and mdecd such a man a* he would certainly never 
have been without it But he was xiSISlU or otdy for a 
very short time ^ extreme abohtioms t. In later life 
as Mr Traubel reports he would say that friends of 
his had thought slavery the one crying sm of the 
universe , and would comment I didn t though I 
too thought It a crymg sm I never could quite lose 
the sense of other enh m this evil And on another 
occasion he said of the war The negro was not the 
^thmg the chief thing was to stick together * That 
was also the view of his hero Lmrol n, Perhaps this 
attitude m Whitman came partly of his dislike and 
contempt for the rehgious fanatics who were conapicu 
ous among the abohtionista and partly from that 
strong element of caution which he declared the 
phrenologists were quite^ght m discovermg m hum 
It IS an clement conspicuously absent from his poetry 
but that It was m him may be seen from many sajings 
m his recorded conversationa and from the tone of his 
poUtical prose so much more guarded than that of his 
pohtical verse But Whitma n s rcs^es so far as he 
had them on the slavery issue ”werc entirelv pohtical 
find p rudential On the human and personal eitfe he 
made no qualifications at all m his life any more than 
m his poetry always treatmg negroes with all other 
soaal and even moral outcasts as his equals and indeed 
the equals of the President in the W^tc House No 
pohtical doubts then alter the fact that t he slave issue 
was the dormnimt issue of Whitmans hf^ "Tt gave 
'“him the ohly'gfSrBnd pubFc opportimity he had of 
bringing his gospel of democracy equality and the 
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“ divine average ” to tlic test And the opportunity 
made him, as opportunities do make men when men 
do not refuse them It may have been, indeed it was, 
the issue of the Union w'hich brought both Lincoln and 
Whitman to Washington, each to do his own work 
there And the maintenance of the Union, not the 
abolition of the doomed institution of slavery, was the 
important result of the war But the importance of 
political issues is dimly perceived and lukewarmly felt 
by the ordinary man The question of slavery, on the 
other hand, was not so much political as personal, 
human, moral and religious It is issues of that sort 
which burn themselves into men’s hearts and memories , 
and Lincoln wall always be remembered as the Com- 
mander-m- Chief, and Whitman as the poet, of the w'ar 
which killed slaverj^. Without it neither might ever 
have attained to heroic stature at all So it is fitting 
enough that Whitman’s break with his early life should 
have been forced upon him by the very issue which 
was to prove the greatness of his manhood and his 
gemus 

It was in January 1848 that he resigned his editor-' 
ship of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, and almost immedi- ' 
ately afterwards he left the world and neighbourhood 
in which he had been brought up, having accepted an 
engagement on a newspaper at New Orleans On his 
way south he wrote some verses showmg a northerner’s 
fears of the “ voluptuous languor ”, sunslune and sw^eet- 
ness, of the South. The fears did not prove unfounded 
He stayed at New Orleans only a few months, but 
during that time he appears to have had an experience 
which affected his whole life What exactly it was is 
unkno^vn or obscure , but it seems certain that he 
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formed an i ntimate relntiona liip as Mr Binna says 
witli some woman of higher social rank than his own 
and that she became the mother of a chfld who was his 
I and perhaps of others later on There was no marriage ^ 
and the extreme reticence of Whitman, the least reticent 
of men on the whole subject suggests that it was in her 
mterest, or at her dcairc or owing to the pressure of her 
family that there was no marriage and that the whole 
story was kept so flecrct. Near the end of his hfe he 
wrote a letter to John Addington Symonds about it and 
mentioned a grandson with whom he was m frequent 
communication. He sajra in this letter that ho had had 
SIX di ildren and Traubcl says that in his later years 
he made frequent allusions to his fatherhood He 
wished to dictate a statement on the subject and to 
have It put away m a safe, ' m order that , as he said 
some one should authontatively have all the facts at 
command if by some misfortune a pubhc discussion of 
the incident were ever provoked ’ He did not wish 
the matter broached and felt says Traubcl ‘ that it 
would mdisputably do a great mjury to some one God 
knows who (I do not) When hia grandson come to 
visit him m his last ninesa Traubcl regretted that he 
had not been there and met the young man God 
forbid said Whitman Evidently there was some 
myitery which will probably never be penetrated now 
It 18 remarkable that no one seems ever to have claimed 
to be his son or grandson even after his death and cstab 
hshed American and European fame However what 
is important is that during this stay at New Orleans m 
^84.8 he had a n cxpenence of pa ssionate l ove that this 
ended quickly m an enforced separation which be 
told Traubcl was the tragedy of his life that it 
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was found after his death that he had destroyed all 
references to this New Orleans visit in his papers and 
books of memoranda, several leaves being tom out of 
one such book after the entry recording his start on 
that journey , that perhaps by reason of this affair he 
never marned, and when asked why he never did would 
say either that he had always avoided entanglements 
w^ch threatened his freedom, or that it was impossible 
to give a satisfactory explanation of his reasons, though 
perhaps there was one The mystery remains But 
enough is known to make it clear that this short 
excursion to New Orleans was a decisive event in his 
hfe, and m the hfe of the poet as well as m the life of 
the man For, as Mr Binns has said, it is significant 
that It was very soon after he returned from it that he 
began the Leaves of Grass. In love and m sorrow, by 
an experience at once physical and emotional, he had 
become aware of his true self Of a part, at any rate, 
of his tme self It needed another and far greater 
experience, also of sorrow and of love, also an adventure 
of the body as well as of the soul, but now umversal as 
well as individual and entirely free from selfishness and 
self-mdulgence, to reveal first to himself and then to 
any who would read his words the whole of what he 
had It m him to be 

By the time Whitman got back to Brookljm he had 
been four months away In addition to his emotional 
experience he had gamed experience of another kind, 
which was to prove important Much more stay-at- 
home by nature than most of his countrymen, he might 
never have left his native State before the war but for 
this excursion to New Orleans He did not come 
straight home, but went up to Ilhnois and round to 
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New York by way of Chicago and the Great Lakes 
In Wisconsin he saw the ** pioneers who were to 
provide a Utlc or first line to one of his best known 
poems Altogether he brought back with him a far 
wider knowledge of what he liked calling “ these 
States’ and through them both of Nature and of 
men than he could have had if he had stayed at his 
desk m Brooklyn If there were any truth in the state- 
ments he sometimes made m his later years about his 
having hved quite a good deal m the S outh ’ and 
partly hved ’ in most of ^ Western State* these 
expenencea must belong to Che penod between the 
New Orleans visit and the war But there is no other 
evidence for them and it is not easy to find room for 
them Anyhow on his return from New Orieans 
after a bnef and unsuccessful attempt at prmting and 
— . pubhshmg a newspaper of his own he jomed his father 
m the rarpentenng and build mg busm ess rcmaimng 
apparently quite indifferent to the exatement which 
was then hurrying thousands of young men to look for 
gold or follow other ways of fortune-scckmg m the 
new West, Poets have two great needs experience and 
peace There is often a struggle m them between the 
instinct of action and adventure which provides their 
matcnal and the instmct of eohtude and meditation 
which uses it. In Whitman as m mo»rp 5 Cti’'though 
both were strong the second was the stronger of the 
two (Ho hked the poets of action better than the poets 
of mutation but for bisuatlf be was as fond of 
b rooding idleness as Wordsworth J In his carher years 
when hcUved and worked with a newspaper man his 
idleness and fondness for hia own thoughts and wayo 
produced such an imprctsion that he was chiefly 
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remembered for his inconsidcratcncss m the home and 
for spending hours lying out m the garden when he 
ought to have been at work So while he was working 
witli his father as a builder his own inner life was not 
put aside. It was noticed that he went his own wayj 
was not inclined to be bound by family hours or 
arrangements, always had a book about him for his 
dinner companion, would slip off to Coney Island to 
bathe and read, and when a job was finished would go 
away for weeks to the solitary parts of Long Island 
All through his life he did a good deal of reading, and, 
for all his tendency to scoff at classics, got a good deal 
of pleasure and profit out of them Indeed he some- 
times bore the strongest testimony to their greatness 
Of course he read Greek only in translations, but he 
'preferred the Greeks to Shakespeare as less “ feudal ”, 
,and m particular had a great love of Homer w'hom he 
‘would not let his fnend Bucke disparage “ No,” he 
said, “ don’t make light of the Ihad ” The Bible was 
frequently m his hands , and so was the great Stoic 
JEpictetus. He was a great reader of Tennyson, and 
still more, from the beginning to the end of his hfe, of 
Walter Scott, of whom he once rather strangely said, 
“ If you could reduce the Leaves to their elements you 
would see Scott unmistakably active at the roots ” 
He told Traubel he had read The Heajt of Midlothian 
a dozen times or more No doubt it was in his boy- 
hood, and during these years before the war, that he 
laid the foundations of a good deal of his miscellaneous 
knowledge His evemngs he frequently spent m 
York and often at the Opera, for which he had a 
kmd of passion The family prospered, and Walt with 
the rest , but he grew continually less interested m his 
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ostensible work and more and more absorbed m the 
other wort of which those about him knew httic and 
thought less So m 1855, though the road to some- 
thmg like nehes seemed plam before him, he gave up 
caipentcrmg Possibly hi s father s illness and death 
which occurred m the same year may have had somc- 
thmg to do With his decision But a more important 
cTcnt, which occurred while his father was still ahve 
was no doubt the dcaaive consideration In July 1855 
appeared t he first edition of L eaves of Grots As soon 
as It was out he gave himself somel&onths of solitude 
by the sea 

His meditationa there must hare been of a conflictmg 
character On the one hand the thin g which he had 
so long felt he had it m him to do was now done or at 
least bcgim The tremendous Sor^^f Mystify crude 
with the crudity of ilhtcrate ignorance'^But imivennil 
almost as life had been offered to the American people 
(of whose unuttered and secret souTW hitman^fcgafdfd 
it as the cscapmg defiant triumphant voice'') Nothing 
could undo for the poet the joy of that. When a man 
has a thing to say m which he beheves with all his soul 
nothmg can take away the happmeas of having said it. 
No opposition no failure can rob him of that possession 
unless they conquer his faith m himself and his message 
So long as he himself believes the disbelief even the 
contempt of all the world, much as it takes from him 
cannot take that. So these lonely weeks by the sea 
which he loved must have had a peace and joy which he 
had long waited for and then for the first time knew 
But there was another side there must have been to 
his thoughts He had erpected o pptaitiQn He knew 
beforehand that his a nogant noy^Ue s would annoy 
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Boston : indeed he always wished to annoy Boston and 
all academic, traditional and classical persons all over 
the wwld ( And so to some extent he did, in this first 
edition of his Leaves The Boston hifelhgcficc ascribed 
the book to an escaped lunatic. But what w'as more 
remarkable w'as that some of the most cultivated of the 
newspapers and review's received it w'lth toleration if 
not with respect That may have pleasantly surprised 
him What surprised him very unpleasantly was the 
total indifference of the public, espcc.ally of the great 
unlettered public for whose applause he had hoped 
Then as ever since it is exactly the class which he 
despised, the learned, literary, academic class, among 
—whom he has found his admirers. The class which he 
loved and glonfied, his own world of the uneducated, 
then as ever since, has thought of him, so far as it has 
j thought of him at all, sometimes as profane, sometimes 
^ as obscene, always as absurd The class that he under- 
stood has never understood him The class W'luch 
he never understood has, in a good many instances, 
vindicated the value of the culture he despised, by 
showmg that by that very culture it has been enabled 
to perceive what has rarely been perceived by the class 
to whom he specially addressed himself, the essential 
poetry which lay m his work so often concealed under 
a surface of absurdity or vulganty This has been 
conspicuous aU along, and was so from the very 
begmnmg The first edition of Leaves of Grass had 
-s-none of the popular success for which its author confi- 
dently looked He thought the people would find in it 
the very expression of themselves, the thing for which 
they had long been waitmg The people made no 
signs at all, or only of contempt But Boston, or what 
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was nearest to Boston produced the very welcome he 
had hoped for It waa the very prophet of the literary 
class stood forth to say the deosrvc word in his 
favour Emerso n came across the book and wrote at 
once the’^mrat* generous of letters to its unknown 
author 

I am not blind he began^ to the worth of the 
wonderful pft of the Leaves 0 / Graa I find it the most 
extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet 
contributed I am very happy m reading it u great power 
makes ua happy I give you joy of your free and brave 
thought I have great joy m it, I tod incomparable things 
said mcomparably well I greet you at the beginning 
of a great career ’ 

And a httle later one who called upon the Sage at 
Concord waa sent on to ^Vhltman at Brooklyn because 
the day of the long attended wonder had at last arrived 
Ammeans abroad may now come home unto us a 
man « bom 

That brave letter remains to-day the best aumming- 
up of the praise of Whitman It was not the occasion 
for the qualifications of cntiasra they could wait till 
the work had been finished and the praise overdone 
It was the moment for the nght hand ^ fnendship the 
moment for accepted fame to exerose that finest of its 
privileges which it so often refuses, the privilege of 
disccmmg and prodaimmg m young obscunty, a fame 
destmed to exceed its ovm When m all htcrary history 
has it been more royally exercised than on this occasion 
by Emerson ? How many happy readings Whitman 
must have given to thia letter m hia sohtary weeks by 
the Long Island coast 1 No one can say how long 
without Emerson it might have taken for hirn to get a 
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hearing at all Probably Emerson’s enthusiasm, which 
he did not conceal, sold a good many of the thousand 
copies of that first edition , and tlie edition of 1856, in 
which, without his consent, his letter was included as 
an appendix, owed still more to him But even with 
that great help the books brought the poet ve^ little 
, money and “ a mere handful of readers What would 

they "have brought him without Emerson ? Not even 
Emerson could secure for him the vast sales which he 
anticipated for himself in the foolish letter he added to 
the second edition What Emerson could and did give 
was agam the thmg Whitman had least expected, or 
even desired, the interest of the men of letters Rarely 
has a first volume brought to a poet the almost immedi- 
ate personal acquaintance of men so distmguished as 
those who came before that year was out to visit the 
artisan author of the Leaves of Gi ass Emerson’s letter 
was written within a few weeks of the publication and 
he soon followed it himself In September he sent 
Moncure Conway, who went with Whitman to visit a 
prison and was struck, as people always were, with the 
personal magnetism he could always exercise Another 
visitor was Lord Houghton, who shared with Walt a 
dish of roast apples, the only food which happened to be 
handy Thoreau and Alcott came m 1856 Thoreau, 
who loved solitude more than men and preferred the 
woods to the streets, was not altogether made to 
appreciate Whitman But he called him a “ great 
1 fellow ”, and when he descnbed the Leaves as a mixture 
j of the Bhagavat-Gtta and the Nezo Yojk Herald, he 
; meant sympathy as well as repulsion To Alcott 
Whitman appeared “ the very god Pan ” A poet who 
at once obtamed such recognition from such men had 
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in fact vciy exceptional good fortune and it was to 
Emerson that he mainly o\vcd it 

The SIX jears which ebpsed between the first 
appearance of Ltam of Grass and the outbreak of the 
war were partly spent bj \Mutinan in producing the 
second and third editions and in planning to use, as a 
lecturer preaching his own gospel the cxpcncncc in 
spcakmg which he had gamed m earlier jears os iin— 
orator .nt .Democratir. meetings In this as in other 
matters he had unbounded confidence m himself He 
mtended his speeches to be both in manner and m 
matter as unlike those of the ordinarj popular speakers 
as his poems were unlike those of the ordinary popular 
poets With his voice as with his pen he wanted to 
jircachj us new rehgion of democracy equality and the 
average man also hoped to make a Inang bj his 
ieSufes Hilt that was os always with him a secondarj 
consideration The plan however came to nothing 
.^e was never destined for the triumphs or rc^vard3 of 
the orator Even in his old age when he had a certain 
established fame hia wish to gi\c an annual lecture on 
the day of Lincoln s death met with no success he 
could get neither engagements nor audiences nor 
pubhc mtcrest His book was to be, and he gradu 
ally came to see it was his only means of saying what 
he \vanted to say Meanwhile he was still actively 
accumulatmg matenal for it The c^c^ gnnving hfc 
of New York was all around him and he loved to bathe 
m It be absorbed m it and swept about in all directions 
by It With something of the tame ecstasy of abandon 
ment which he felt all hia life when bathing m the sea 
His easy gift for makmg acquaintances helped him to 
know all sorts of people m sill the varied and separate 
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worlds of the great city He knew literary men and 
joumahsts, of course , singers and musicians, as was 
natural to one so fond of music , politicians, too, one 
of whom he had at one time looked like being. But he 
had a special predilection for mechanics, artisans, pilots 
of boats and drivers of coaches, and entered into their 
lives as one of themselves He was their companion at 
their work and would do it for them sometimes He 
IS said once to have dnven a coach a whole winter for a 
man who was ill. ^ He w'^ould talk to them of politics, 
literature and music, and would lend them books 
One of his boatmen fnends reports * “ I have seen a 
youth swabbing a deck with Walt’s Homer m his 
monkey-jacket pocket ”. In those days accidents w’ere 
already begmmng to be frequent m the New York 
streets , Walt’s friends were sometimes their victims , 
perhaps it was m visiting them m the hospitals that he 
became fully aware of that power of sympathy, able 
almost to recall the dead to hfe, which he was to put to 
such heroic use a few years later at Washmgton Part 
of the greatness of poets lies m the fact that expenences 
which are to other men ordmary are to them extra- 
ordmary Of no one was that truer than of YTiitman 
He found m everythmg interest and significance , m 
nearly everything matter for wonder and love And a 
poet IS never more ahve than when he has just written 
his first book and knows he is a poet as he could not 
know before Whitman had not won the popularity 
he expected, but he had received such praise as could 
reasonably assure him that his faith m himself w^as not 
wholly a dream of vamty He now knew that he had 
poetry m him and more than had yet come out He 
was, durmg these years, one may be quite sure, seeing 
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poems every day, m e\'ery street m every face c\cn 
m the face* of those from whom most men shnnk m 
fear or hatred or contempt — the cnmmnl the outcast 
the children of \acc and mfamj It is easy and common 
to lash that shnnfang with scorn and inihgnation , but 
m truth the conduct of the shnntcr* is neither un- 
natural nor in itself unjust, for the thing shrunk from 
IS commonly hateful or contemptible Only what is 
hateful, which is not the whole m any human bang 
blinds ordinary eyes to all the rest so that it calls for 
the genius of samt or poet to disco\'cr in that sea of 
wretchedness some island on which love can set its 
foot 

The result of all this was the much enlarged third 
"‘edition of the Leaves which a firm of Boston publishers 
produced m i860 He himself went there to super 
intend the work and revise the proofs There he saw 
much of Emerson The seer of Concord had suffered 
from the mdignabon aroused by some things in the 
book for which he had, os it were stood sponsor, 
and he now tried hard to persuade Whitman to omit 
the offending poems No doubt Emerson urged that 
they would attract the wrong readers and repel many 
of the right. But Whitman refused He was a t no _ 
tune and m no ma tters a very teachable man , and 
coirrational resptJfaSiIi^ \ 7 ^ of ail vol^ the Icastf 
likely to be successful m summoning him to surrender [ 
That element of caution which he said played such a 
large part m his character and life played no part at all 
m matters of this sort So that when Emerson put 
these prudential considerations before him and asked 
what he had to say to them hia reply was that he could 
not answer Emerson s arguments but remamed more 
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settled than ever to adhere to my own theory and 
exemplify it ” , to which the most amiable of recorded 
prophets replied, “Very well, then let us go to dinner*'* 

The third edition of the Leaves came out in i860, 
and a few thousands of it had been sold before the war 
sent its pubhshers into bankruptcy. Its main import- 
ance m Whitman’s literary history is tliat the copies 
which went to England were seed which fell on very — 
good ground Among the recipients were Bell Scott 
and Rossetti, and others who had an eye for realities 
in literature and could discern them behind the most 
eccentnc and unpromising surfaces The result was 
that within a few years all the young men, as Symonds 
said, were “ reading and discussing Walt There 
was a more important conquest than any of these, 
though one which, as it turned out. Whitman failed to 
keep Not long after the appearance of the i860 
edition George Howard, afterT,vards ninth Earl of 
Carhsle, a man of wide culture and many friends among 
men of art and letters, lent Leaves of Glass to the young 
Swinburne who was filled with enAusiasm and sent to 
Amenca for a copy of his own He wrote of it to Lord 
Houghton m August 1862 . 

Have you seen the latest edition of Walt "Whitman’s 
Leaves of Grass ? for there is one new poem m it, A Voice 
from the Sea,^ about two birds on the sea-beach, which I 
really think is the most lovely and wonderful thing I have 
read for years and years I could rhapsodize about it for 
ten more pages, for there is such beautiful slull and subtle 
power in every word of it — ^but I spare you 1 

But for the present and for some years to come 
Whitman’s mam preoccupation was neither his poetry 

' This IS the poem part of which has just been quoted 
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nor hi5 fame The only great c\cni with vnIiIcJi he 
c\‘er ame into close contact tN-as upon him Abraha m 
Lincol n vm elected Prcsidcnun though he polled 
’windcrably fesver \otc3 than the total \*olc? of the 
other candidates added together Lincoln was not an 
Abolitionist and was partlj chosen because he %\‘a< not 
ButTus election was treated as a defiance b) the South 
whose leader* at once issued a manifesto calling for 
a separate Confcdcrac> of the SIa\c holding States 
rSix States almost immcdiatcl} seceded A Imef sVctcli 
of \Mmman s life is not the place to discuss this great 
issue There arc those who ha\ c held that the %\‘ar uus 
unnecessary behenng that if the acceding States bad 
been left to themselves they would foon have Ixrcn 
taught b> failure to *ccV the waj of return to the Union 
Such an opinion cannot be refuted for it relies upon 
a hypothesis whicli nc\*cr became a fact There is a 
good deal to be said for it os well as a good deal against 
the Mcw of Lincoln onjliow and apparently of 
wTiitman to admit secession was to be false to the 
Union ) And to them the cause of the Union wras one 
rwmg above all smaller issues People wlio have read 
any of the legal and constitutional argumenu may easily 
feel that the Southern advocates had the beat of them 
An impartial arbitrator with the written Constitution 
before him, and having in view the drcumstances in 
which It was drawn up, W’ould probably have found it 
impossible to decide that a State had parted with the 
right to secede Whitman himself admitted as much 
m hi* old age The Soutli was technically nghi and 
humanly WTong ’ he said to Traubcl in 1888 and 
perhaps the exact truth about tbc whole business was 
never put m fewer words Any how as w e hav e already 
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seen, m his e>cs it was not the negro that was the 
important consideration that was the Union , “ the 
thing w'as to stick together ” On that issue lie had 
no more doubts than Lincoln Like most of the issues 
wdiich lead to wars it was one which transcended 
technical and legal considerations On those who felt 
as Lincoln and Whitman felt no constitutional lawyers’ 
arguments could ha\c mucli cfTect. Yet when war 
actually began he was not, like his brother George, 
an immediate volunteer, hlr. Bmns and others ha\c 
argued in explanation of this that he maj well have felt 
that his books and the propagation of his gospel gave 
him w'ork to do that had a stronger call on him than 
fighting could have I do not believe that this argument 
IS a good one, and, what is more important, 1 do not 
believe tliat Whitman w'ould have accepted it He w as 
not the man to make ingenious excuses for not taking 
his share of an unpleasant dut)'^ If he deliberately 
refused to volunteer, his refusal is much more likely to 
have been caused by Quakerism, a real “ conscientious 
objection ”, than by any special pleading about the 
importance of his literary w'ork When a little later 
he did find his war work he did not ask himself w'hcther 
he W'as “ wasting his forces ” in running risks, incumng 
fatigues, and absorbing infections w'hich in fact made 
his subsequent life one of disease and w'eakness And 
we may be sure that w'as not the question he asked now' 
It may perhaps have been that the Quaker tendencies 
in him had been revived of late by the preaching of one 
Taylor, a Methodist whose meetings he had attended 
at Boston the year before Taylor wus not a Friend, 
but he is said to have reminded Whitman of his early 
hero, the imorthodox Quaker Elias Hicks , and all this 
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may have made m the direction of Quakerism which is 
not the direction of soldiering It has been noticed 
but may be only a coinadencc that it was only m 
the i860 edition of the Leaves that he began writing 
Third Month , Fifth Month and so on instead 
of March May and the rest There may also beside 
Quakcnam have been a less creditable motive diamclin 
mg Whitman to volunteer He was at all times by 
temperament and by prmaple which are so often the 
same thing under different names extremely a yerae 
to reg ular ity and diaaplm e He even entertained a 
^hsh notion that disciphne and the subordination 
which it mvolvea could be modified or displaced m an 
army of free Americans No doubt a few weeks m 
the army would have taught a man so fundamentally 
sensible that an army which has not learnt to obey 
orders without question or hesitation is a useless and 
dangerous mob But he would not have liked learmng 
the lesson a man ij?ith such a habit of letting his body 
loaf when it wanted and his mind give itself up to 
dreams and visions whenever they came calling was 
not likely to relish the notion of hfo under a sergeant b 
orders This reason against volunteering was probably 
at work m him whether he knew it or not This and 
others for no doubt the decision was a complex one 
and the motives mixed as nearly all human deciaions 
and motives arc. Besides after aU the simplest 
explanation may be the truest. And that is that 
Whitman waa_ jiciw^for ^~ two and may well have 
thought that it was to younger men that the call was 
addressed His brother George who volunteered was 
his jumor by ten years In any case if he stayed at 
home It was m no merely self mdulgent mood A 
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few days after the war began he wrote m a pnvate 
notebook 

Ap~tl i 6 tk, 1861 I have this day, this hour resolved to 
inaugurate for myself a pure, perfect, sweet, clean-blooded, 
robust body, by ignoring all drinks but water and pure milk, 
ahd'airkt meats, late suppers — a great body, a purged, 
cleansed, spiritualised, invigorated body 

The call to use that body came the next year In 
December 1862 George was seriously wounded and 
Walt at once started to go to him When he found 
him George was already well But Walt had made the 
second great journey of his hfe and by far the more 
important He never again lived at Brooklyn For 
the next ten years Washington was his home, and for 
the next three or four the war and its consequences 
absorbed all his energies of body, mind and heart 

The army headquarters was then at Falmouth, and 
it was there that he found George. But if George 
had recovered, others whom Walt had known had not, 
and were bemg moved to Washington He went with 
them, and on arrival at Washington at once began 
what was to be his constant, even daily, work for the 
next few years, that of visiting the wounded in the 
r hospi^ls He mamtamed durnself by j ourh alism~^d 
after a while by a post which was given to him in the 
Civil Service But the best of his energy, bodily and 
spintual, was given, not to the newspapers or to the 
Civil Service, but to his voluntary work among the 
wounded, sick and dying soldiers His agony at the 
sights he saw, and at the sense of the homble waste 
and misery of war, would sometimes, as so often with 
generous men who are not personally bearing the 
hideous burden, make him break out agamst any pohey 
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which required it as whcn{^he once declared that 
the whole population of negroes was not worth 
so terrific a purchascA But more often we may be 
sure his mood was the mood we find m the poems 
of these years one of min gled sympathy and exalta 
tion eeemg death itself not merely as dreadful but 
also lovely and soothmg , a thmg which the body 
must mde^ shrink from but which the spint may 
accept and even welcome not only for itself but for 
others 

Whitman spent ten years m Washington He went 
there early m 1863 In January 1873 he had the 
^raJytic stroke which, with his mother s dca^ occur- 
nng^ joon attcr^brought his life andwort at W^hmgton 
to an end, and sent him to spend elsewhere his rcmaimng 
mnetecn years a broken ma n who only enjoyed mtervals 
of health a mar^ also in fiis turn to the great cause for 
whidi he had seen so many young men die But 
dearly as he paid for them he would never for a moment 
have said that those years at Washmgton had not been 
a thousand times worth while ( No writer ever put a 
higher value on his wntmgs than Whitman^ But no 
wntcT 18 ever quite content with writing He wants 
to do thmgs as well as to observe them. He wants 
himself to make matter of poetry or art, not merely 
to give hiB own rc-crcation to what has been made 
by others and is open to all the world It is not 
merely an escape from his own art to another that 
he wants the feeing under the influence of which 

Rafael made a century of sonnets It is also that 
he wants to get away from art to life AeschylUs 
at Marathon Scott the Sheriff and Volunteer, Spenser 
harrymg Irishmen Johnson selling ThraJe a brewery, 

D 
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It IS all the same story: the escape of the author 
from books to life Whitman was never a very 
bookish man, and he had taken his turn of active work 
at buildmg sohd houses in Brooklyn, when, as his 
brother said, he had his chance and lost it But that 
was not the sort of chance he wanted This was. He 
took It, hved m it, and died by it He must have been 
conscious, mdeed he says so more than once m his 
poems, of his rare gift of personal charm * fascination 
would not be too strong a word This gift he now put 
to use m all its utmost power and abundance for the 
help of the soldiers in the Washington hospitals. He 
made himself everythmg to them, fnend, sccretar}’-, 
comforter, nurse Hospitals were not then organised 
as they have been smee, and surgeons had often to 
depend on what help they could get for the dressing of 
wounds and the care of their patients They must 
have been happy who got AVhitman He shrank from 
no risks and was ready for the ughest work And he 
paid the price of his devotion When he died his 
doctor stated that it was m the hospitals that he had~' 
sown the seeds of the illness which made his later life 
that of an mvahd 

But of course his special work was outside that of 
doctor and nurse His miracles — and there is no doubt 
that he worked them — ^were rnmacles of the spint 
Nobody knows beforehand who has ~ahd'Tvho~Tias 
not the gift of workmg miracles of that land I have 
heard of their bemg worked by another American, an 
American who died an Englishman, and was m that and 
all other respects except one a man as unhke Whitman 
as any in all the world Henry James was the very 
type of fastidious culture, an intellectual of the mtel- 
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Icctuala, exhibiting always in speech as m wnting all 
the hesitations qualifications dchcate perceptions and 
distinctions whi^ are the strength and weatmess of 
the cntically trained man No one could seem more 
ccrtam to fail utterly m an attempt to talk to the English 
private soldier That at any rate was my feeling when 
m 1915 he told me he meant to visit the wounded m 
a hospital Yet I afterwards heard that he had saved 
a dymg man when every one else had failed The poor 
man had lost hia legs and was smkmg merely for lack of 
the wish to hve Doctor and nurses tned to rouse 
him and asked those who viiited the ward to try but 
all equally faded At last the nurse told Henry James 
the story and took him to the bedside What he had 
said she did not know But it somehow brought the 
needed courage and hope Or more probably it was 
not exactly what was said either m his case or in 
Whitman s Utterly unlike as they were the two men 
had each m his kmd a ranty about them which was 
genius and genius is the mtenscst form of life. That 
at any rate was what Walt Whitman strong and healthy 
always fresh and clean and cheerful brought to the 
poor boys whom he visited That and the love which 
set the rest at work. I bcheve no men ever loved 
cadi other , he wrote to his mother as I and some 
of these poor wounded sick and dying men love each 
other As he left at mgfat, he would loss ihem wc 
arc told and they would cry, Walt, Walt, come again 
oome agam { Some of them afterwanis remembered 
him as a man with the fiicc of an angel ' He would 
bring them flowers and tobacco and money out of his 
own scanty store at firat and, later also out of funds 
entrusted to him through the influence of Emerson and 
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others lie ^\ollld recite Acrscs to them (not hts own 
It seems), write their letters end lend them newspapers. 
All these sciences were femiher talcs to ns between 19 m 
and 1918 , hundreds, perhaps thousands, of men and 
w'omcn rendered them all o\cr England But thej 
were not so familiar sixty years ago and here as else- 
W'herc the Walt of the hospitals was a pioneer. Above 
all, our English thousands of ordinary men and women 
could not bnng the best thing Whitman brought, w Inch 
w’as of course himself He used to sa} in later life 
that the “ supreme loves of his life had been for his 
mother and for the wounded No wonder he worl cd 
miracles They were the miracles not only of genius 
but of love. This w as by far the greatest episode in his 
life, and naturally enough it produced the greatest 
poetry. It is noticeable that his blatancics, vulgarities, 
and insolent oddities of language always tend to 
disappear in proportion as he is mo\cd by what he is 
w^riting about. In the best of the w'ar poems thej 
disappear altogether ; particularly w'hen, as often 
happened, he w'as outside the town, in the open field, 
under the sun or stars, fetching in the newly wounded 
from the camps that w'ere such a little way off the 
Federal Capital Then under tlic double emotion of 
nature and man, the mystery of space and the mystery 
of love, he would WTite poems of such simplicity and 
— ^beauty as sometimes recall the Greek Anthologjx A 
Greek would perhaps have avoided the unspanng 
realism of the epithets of the second line in this 
httle poem but except for that, is there anything 
in English with more of the quiet satisfying co mplcte- 
'-ness of those short poemTAvhicimie Greeks called 
Epigrams ? 
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Look down £tir moon and bathe tbu tccne. 

Pour ooMy down night s nimbus floods on faces ghastly 
■woUem purple^ 

On the dead on thetr backs with arms toss d wide. 

Pour down your unstinted nimbus sacred moon 

Wfll any one think it going too far to name the great 
name of Sim onidcg m connection mth these four lines ? 
Different from what we have of his they arc of course 
especially in the less assured choice and handling of 
words but arc they not like too ^vlth something of 
the same greatness of brevity simphaty and reserve ? 

But Whitman had perforce, to live a life of his own 
aU this time ns well as that he hved for the soldiers 
The money regretted by his brother George, which 
he might easily have made in the bmlding boom at 
Brooklyn a few years before would now have been 
very useful As it was he was very poo r The 
journalism he did and some copying work he got m 
the paymaster s office brought m very httle some of 
his relations were in difficulties and above all he 
insisted on finding money for the comforts he wanted 
for his wounded boys He was no merely mdis 
ennunate giver but w^t could help without hamung 
them he meant his boys should have and they had it 
out of his own purse or the purses that supphed his 
That often meant very severe sclf-sacnficc on his part. 
Indeed we arc told that later on when he got a small post 
m the Indian Office with a salary of sDctcen hundred 
dollars he only spent a quarter of it on himself, savmg 
one third and spendmg the rest on his family who 
were often m distress and on the poor, whether soldiers 
or others He hved m the cxtremcat simplicity first 
boarding m the family of William Douglas O Connor 
soon to bo his eloquent champion and then for a time 
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almost his enemy when differences arose because 
Whitman was not and would not be of the extreme 
abohtiomst party O’Connor had been a journalist 
and was now an official. His house was the centre of a 
circle of mteresting men, and, though Whitman soon 
moved to a little room of his ovm, access to the O’Connor 
group must have been a great resource and pleasure to 
him. His health was generally magnificent as yet * 
and he was the last man to throw good health recklessly 
away He wanted all he had and kept all he could, for 
the soldiers’ sake as well as for his own It was his 
moral and physical well-bemg that was, as he knew, so 
useful m the hospitals And he deliberately took care 
of it “ My habit, when practicable,” he says, “ was 
to prepare for starting out on one of those daily or 
mghtly tours of from a couple to four or five hours ” 
(m the wards) “ by fortifying myself with previous 
rest, the bath, clean clothes, a good meal, and as 
cheerful an appearance as possible ” So he would 
take long midmght rambles as a refreshment after the 
close air of the wards But the stram was gradually 
tellmg on him, and no doubt the poison beginnmg to do 
Its work He had a senous illness in the summer of 
1864 and! had to go home to his mother for six months 
There, so far as his health allowed, he kept to his 
Washmgton work, visiting the hospitals of Brookl3m 
and New York By December he was back at Wash-, 
mgton, where, soon after, he obtained a clerkship m 
the Indian Bureau of the Department of the Intenor 
But he did not hold this long. Somebody called the 
attention of his official chief, the Secretary of the 
Intenor, one Harlan, to the fact that Whitman was the 
author of Leaves of Grass Mr Harlan was a stnct 
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Methodist and the result of a perusal of a copy of 
that work which Whitman had m hia desk and was 
using in the preparation of a new edition was a note 
that the service of Walter \\Tutman will be dispensed 
with from and after this date The ^mis^ did 
him no particular harm os O Coimor persuaded the 
Attorney General to transfer him to his own depart- 
ment Moreover it led O Connor to wnte The Good 
Gray Poet an impassioned panegyric of ^Vhltman and 
BO no doubt, indirectly brought the Leixoa a few new 
readers In any case the sms of the Leaver which no 
one knew could not greatly hurt its author whom 
every one knew and liked at any rate m Washington 
Meanwhile the war came to an end, hut Whitman 
never an easy mover stayed on at Washington His 
work there if dull and unimportant was easy enough 
and gave him a good deal of leuurc os well as a salary 
— of three hundred pounds The leisure was largely 
•pent In working at the new edition of the Leaves wluch 
appeared m October 1867 This settled, he turned to 
the most important of his Prose V^or^£j _pemocr attc 
Ytsias ^ which appeared m iSyf This is as we shall 
ICC m more de^ later one of the best statements in 
existence of the democratic cquahtanan pomt of view 
m pohtics and life It is cunous or perhaps not 

cunous that it is far saner than his poems on the same 

subject, bang mdeed full of all sorts of doubts fears 
qualifications and cnticisms Probably his experiences 
at Washington where he had seen official democracy 
at work his experiences m the hospitals where he had 
seen attendants steal the money of dymg soldiers and 
had written of such things that when he saw them he 
got almost fnghtened with the world and perhaps 
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most of all, his jirofound disgust at the results of 
“ equality ” as seen in negro political dominance in 
Washington elections and negroes parading the city in 
arms “ like so many wild brutes let loose ”, had forced 
him to realise, as he had not realised m his early poems, 
that the concrete reahty of democracy seldom corre- 
sponds with the vision of it seen by its prophets Not 
that his faith in democracy failed then or at any other 
time , only that he had learnt that no more m demo- 
cracy than elsewhere is the way of perfection cither 
swift or easy or generally followed That is no doubt 
why he lays such great stress m Democratic Vistas on 
ethics as the greatest thing m life, and on conscience, a 
hvmg sense of the difference between nght and wrong, 
as one of the greatest of human needs It must have 
been part of what he was thinking of when he once 
praised the “ zeal and moral energy ” of Whittier, 
which he “ must not, dare not ” call “ wilfulhess ^d 
narrowness “ though doubtless the world needs now, 
and always will need, almost above all, just such 
narrowness and wilfulness ” For Whitman mor^ty 
was of the essence of democracy which, as he saw it, is 
no mere pohtical or economic experiment it is itself 
a religion and a hfe Of that kind of faith Walt 
Whitman never ceased from the first to the last to be 
the prophet Only it was with this faith of his as with 
others of other people Faith shapes hfe For it is 
spint and that is the very business of spirit But it 
IS also shaped by hfe For spirit must work through 
hvmg men who are body as well as spirit, and without 
embodiment faith becomes a vision or a dream. But 
m embodiment it learns the limits of its possibihties 
The more Whitman and other prophets see of the 
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working embodiment of their feith the mpre they 
perceive that thar profoimdcst roomenta cannot be 
momenta of easy complacence 

In 1871 he brought out another edition the fifth 
of the Leaves This mcluded Drum Taps but not aa 
yet the poems inspired by the death of Lmcoln They 
were pnntcd at present, m a separate volume called 
■^Passage to India which for Whitman is symbohe of the 
journey of the soul discovering that all the seas and ] 
lands are part of one whole and that Divme Death ^ ' 
was the dominant thought o f these ^pems and death 
from this time forward began to be an ever nearer and 
nearer presence through the twenty years Whitman 
bad yet to hve In January 1873 he had a paraly tic 
suroke from which he never completely recovered He 
did, after a few weeks struggle back to his office but 
his mother was taken ill m May at Camden near 
Philadelphia where she now lived with ^ brother 
George and he only got to her m time to sce^her die 
/It was the supreme sorrow of his life and he stoyed 
on with George at Camden a broken lonely and it 
seems for the time a despairing man He could hardly 
use his limbs to get about his bram was too weak to 
work and his heart was weighed down by the agony 
of his loss I cannot be reconciled to that yet he 
wrote to his young friend Pete Doyle it is the great 
cloud of ray life nothing that ever happened b^ore 
has had such an effect on me These were perhaps 
the worst years he ever knew After eighteen months 
absence from his post during which ho had been 
allowed to employ a substitute he was m 1874 dismiss^ 
^om the Govemment Service and poverty was added 
toUlhcas and eonw If he did not wish for death hia 
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thoughts often turned in that direction, and not 
rebelhously or even reluctantly But the coming of 
death was still nearly t%venty years away from him, and 
he was to have good days again though never again 
vigour or even health. Meanwhile George Whitman 
took him into his new house, also at Camden, and there 
he stayed more than ten years till, in 1884, wishing to 
be alone, he bought the small cottage close by, m which 
at last he died. These final years are, of course, the 
least eventful of his life There was a gradual and 
partial recovery of his health He was able from time 
to time to wnte poems : the Prayer of Columhiis and 
the Song of the Redwood Tree, and the Song of the 
Umveisal, m 1874 ^875; all, it may be noticed, full 

of the thought of death. The Centennial Edition of 
the Leaves came out in 1876 In the same year 
appeared Two Rivulets, which included Passage to India 
and some new pieces both of prose and verse. A later 
edition was assailed by the Boston Distnct Attorney 
boon after it appeared, and therefore abandoned by the 
publishers However, between the copies which were 
sold before the attack and those afterwards sold by the 
Philadelphia firm to whom the book was transferred, 
Whitman is said to have made nearly out of — 

royalties that year. In 1882 he issued Ae final edition 
of the Leaves, now separated from the prose , at the 
same time he pubhshed the prose volume, Speamen 
Days. In 1888 he had , another paral)mic_ attack, and 
lay for some days apparently dymg But he once more 
partially recovered, and before the year was out was 

able to enjoy the publication of November Boughs, 

which agam mcluded both prose and verse This was 
the last volume but one, the last of all being Good-bye^ 
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wy Fancy v?hidi appeared late m 1891 » a few months 
before lus death All the poems are now incorporated 
in Leaves oj Grass 

“ iF was not' much all told for the production of 
nearly twenty years But that was the price he paid 
for the work m the hospitals to which he had almost 
deliberate^ sacrificed his health From such a broken 
man not much more creative work could be expected 
The final years bad to be mainly years of reaping not 
of sowing There waa not much money to reap but 
there was now something better the devotion of 
disa ples and ^friends, the tributes of honour and 
a'dmiration from many men and women American and 
English whose allegumcc was fame The enjoyment 
of that allegiance was almost t&e^rinapal busmesa of 
the last phase of his life He more and more lived 
surrounded by people who told him that he and the 
Leaves had made a new epoch in the history of Utcraturc 
and indeed of the human mmi And he had neither 
the temperament nor the breadth of knowledge needed s/ 
to resist this sort of flattery There were mdecd 
moments when he had doubts One writer of remmis 
ccncea records him as expressing senoua uncertamty 
as to the judgement of posterity But more often hia 
mood was one of very willing acceptance of the offered 
homage and we are told that his romplacent egoti sm 
about the Leaves somctimea imtatcdevraT thow very 
elect who were more to blame for it than he But, 
extravagances apart, he had solid grounds of self^con 
gratulatiDm V^t is remarkable about him aU through 
IS not the opposition his works aroused but the recog 
mtion they received W c have seen Emerson a instant 
tribute to his first volume I unto us a man la bom 
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the very praise which he desired, confirming the claim 
that in him America had at last become herself and 
found her own voice And though Emerson never him- 
self prmted one word of praise of Whitman, and put no 
poem of Whitman’s into his Parnassus^ yet that prompt 
recogmtion was worth much moie to the unknown 
artisan poet than all the praise he received in later 
years. Still that praise was remarkable and came from 
remarkable men. He looked upon himself as the 
preacher of a new religion so he could not but be 
gratified when such a man as Thorcau said of his book 
that It was worth more than all the" sermons of the land 
And the verdict of Emerson and Thoreau was echoed 
by some other distinguished Americans But it was 
in England, the England of the feudality and culture^ — 
which he suspected, that he won lus most remarkable 
victories As his friend Burroughs wrote, it turned 
out that “ vinhty ” and “ mdependence ” were “ more 
keenly rehshed m Britam than in America And 
Whitman himself said, in 1888, “ the fact remains that 
the Enghsh are still ahead I have made no gams 
this side to equal my victories across the sea ” He 
was not satisfied with all his English admirers, com- 
plaimng, for instance, of Stevenson and Sir Edmund 
Gosse as mtroducmg quahfications mto their praise 
But one would have supposed that Stevenson’s Leaves 
of Grass tumbled the world and pnde down for me ” 
was praise so exactly to his heart as to have atoned for 
any number of quahfications However, he preferred 
Symgnds, who, mdeed, proved the most enthusiastic 
as he was the most surpnsmg of all the Enghsh converts 
“ Symonds ” , he said, “ is a persistent fire he never 
quails or lowers lus colours^” “ Who but you ”, 
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wrote Symonds to him are the singer of Iktvc and 
Faith m their new advent ? ’ And after ^Vhlt^lan s 
4 cath Symonds the Trmn of Graeco-Roman and Italian 
culture, all compact of Oxford and art and aesthetics 
and all that \Vhitman most distrusted wrote a study of 
him m which he deliberately rcpnntcd words which he 
had contributed m 1889 to a collection of tributes 
offered to the old poet 

Ltmjes of Graa which I first read at the age of twenty five, 
mfluenced me more perhaps than any other book has done, 
except the Bible more than Plato more than Goethe It 
ti impowible for me to speak cntically of what has so deeply 
enta^ into the fibre and marrow of my bemg 

No wonder 'Whitman declared that Symonds must 
always be * the first of his English friends But 
Symonds by no means stood alone m his generous 
tribute other men of letters equally academic m their 
training and habit used language almost equally strong 
Dowden the student of Shakespeare and biographer 
0? Shelley was one and another was York Powell, 
perhape the most widely read man of his day who 
wrote to Whitman 

Your Ltaots of Graa I keep with my Shakespeare and 
my Bible and it is from these three I have got more 
sympathy thmn from any other books 

But Whitman thought more of poets than of scholars 
and he may well have got more pleasure out of Tenny- 
^*on s verdict that he was a great big something ” 
^'TEah out of these more confident tributes He exmld 
not know how very fine a judge of all poetry Tennyson 
was and he was not likely to perceive the exact 
fcliaty of this apparently vague phrase But he was a 
great admirer of Tennyson s poetry which he was fond 
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of reading aloud (he said of De Profttndis “ it sounds 
to me like organ-playing ”), and at his last birthday, 
when his friends brought with them the champagne of 
which he was fond, he made them drink first to the 
memory of Emerson and Longfellow, then to Whittier, 
and then “ to the boss of us all, Tennyson Tenny- 
son’s poems were among the few books he kept near 
him m the last years and indeed the two men were m 
some points as hke each other as the two artists were 
unlike m all. Whitman was not bhnd to the Tenny- 
soman art . one of his best pieces of cnticism is his 
appreciation of a perfect httle letter Tennyson wrote 
him which he said was finer than a poem and showed 
that Tennyson was always an artist whatever he wrote. 
Obviously the letters and good wishes and invitations 
to England which he received from such a man, the 
recognised kmg of Enghsh letters, could not but greatly 
please him and the whole relation between them, 
which brought not one insincere word from either, is 
an honour to both of them One other proof of 
Enghsh feelmg about Whitman ought to be mentioned 
In 1876 It became known m England that Whitman 
was m comparative poverty Robert Buchanan wrote 
an article of sympathy and indignation m the Daily 
Nem, and W M. Rossetti, who had already done 
Whitman the signal' service of producing the first 
Enghsh selection of the Leaves, wrote to the poet to 
ask what his Enghsh fnends could do for him Whit- 
man rephed that he was poor but not m want, and that 
the greatest service that English sympathisers could do 
him was to subscnbe for the Centeimial Edition of the 
Leaves of which he was himself the pubhsher Many 
did so and "V^itman, m his curiously ugly language, 
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isaya that he found that both the cash and the 
emotional cheer were deep mcdicmc Later on 
a gift of money firom England was sent to him and 
accepted Whitman was much moved by these 
practical acts of kmdness, which enabled him to take a 
country holiday Long after 1876 he said to an 
American visitor I must say that English busmess 
stands apart m my thought from all else for evermore 
I shall love old England It ought to be added that 
friends and relations m America were always ready to 
help hrm , that he preferred ^cry modest way o£livmg 
and that he was abYc when he died to leave more than 
enough money for the mamtenance of his fecble-mmdcd 
brother Edward 

There is not much else to relate The quiet years 
slowly passed m his room and m the open air to 
which he escaped as often as he could and were given 
to silent broodmg reading and occasional writing 
Between 1876 and 1883 he was able to pay viBits to a 
friend at a farm house ten miles away where he would 
sp end w hole days alone m the woods often quite naked* 
cnjcyingThg^dnslunc “"widching all Nature s doings 
and listening to all her voices There he was visit^ 
by his like minded English disciple Edward Carpenter 
Once or twice he paid a viait to New York and m 1879 
he was able to spend several weeks on a tnp beyond 
the Mississippi In 1880 he paid a visit to Canaii as 
the guest of his friend and biographer Dr Budte 
There ho showed all hu old eager mterest both m 
Nature and m men and waa equally full of that 
intensity of life which is the hall mark of gemus 
whether he was listening to birds leammg the names 
of flowers reatmg Tennyson or admiring the philan 
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thropic institutions of Canada. And even when he 
could move no more from Camden he kept the great 
powers of enjoyment which generally go with unusual 
vitahty. He enjoyed his food, was less abstemious 
about his drinks, and took occasionally to a glass or two 
of champagne. Amencan fnends provided hun with 
a horse and waggon m which he drove out After the 
paralytic attack of 1888 that had to be given up and 
then the chief pleasure left was the constant visits of his 
near fnends m Camden and Philadelphia and the rarer 
amvals of those who hved farther off. Among the 
most frequent visitors were Horace Traubel of Camden 
and T B Hamed, a lawyer of Philadelphia, who, with 
Bucke, became his executors Traubel also pubhshed 
a book of very mterestmg conversations with Whitman 
Birthday celebrations began m 1888 at Hamed’s house, 
but the last had to be held m his own. In December 
1891 he was attacked by congestion of the lungs, but 
his great physical vitahty kept him ahve, slowly growmg 
weaker, for three months more. He died on March 27, 
1892. 



CHAPTER III 

CHARACTERISTICS AND COMPARISONS 

Whitman s poems were like those of other poets 
wntten at different tunes on different subjects and m 
different moods But there was for good and evil 
Bar more umty, or far less vanety m them than in the 
work of most poets and he was able to combme them 
all m one book under one title the cunous and beautiful 
Leaves of Gras s In the last edition he saw that of 
T6qi~Qa he inserted a note saymg that he wished all 
future editions to follow that one stnctly and absolutely - 
And this is clearly the nght course. Its nghtness is 
confirmed by the extreme insignificance of the poems 
rejected by him and subsequently pnnted as so often 
happens by mjudiaous friends A world much over 
burdened with books would be greatly benefited if 
our generation could unlearn the modem practice of 
printing every scrap of paper on which a great author^s 
handwriting can be found and what is almost as 
mischievous r< 5 >nntmg every cjihemcral communica 
non which he ever issued to the press A writer of 
gemufl haji nothing to gam and may have much to 
lose from the pubhcation of his schoolboy verses 
and the articles he contnbuted to provincial journals 
In nearly aU cases editors only insult their hero by 
49 E 
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doing the work of resurrectionists There are very 
few exceptions to the rule that it is best, in the 
interest both of authors and the public, to print only 
the works by which the writer himself finally wished 
to be known and judged. It has certainly been no 
service to Whitman that, contrary to his own judgement, 
some of his fnends have dug up out of their quiet and 
decent grave of obhvion a great many pieces of prose 
and verse which, if read at all, can only lower his 
reputation or occupy time and attention which would 
otherwise be given to the Leaves of Grass It is on 
these last, and these only, that his claim to a place among 
Enghsh Men of Letters is founded, and nothmg else, 
no other verse at any rate, wiU be studied in this book 
The final arrangement of the Leaves is not chrono- 
logical, and, so far as I know, no materials exist for 
determming the exact dates of most of the poems 
The broad chronological division in Whitman’s poetry 
as in his hfe is that between what was vmtten before 
the "vvar and what was written after But in the arrange- 
ment he adopted some of the poems which precede 
ih.& Drum-Taps, 2S,i for instance, the Soi^ of the Exposi- 
tion, clearly refer to the war, and must therefore have 
been written after it So the Song of the Redwood 
Tree was actually wntten towards the end of his life. 
And some at least of the early poems, as, for mstance, 
A Song for Occupations, were afterwards freely re- 
written The final arrangement appears to follow 
some scheme of successive parts balancmg each other 
and endmg with old age But the arrangement is a 
very free one, and it is not easy to discuss his poems 
on any chronological system of early, middle and 
later, as is convement with many poets But such 
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divuions if they could bo stnctly catablisbed would 
be of much less mtercst m dealing with AVhitman than 
^ with most poets (^cept from the war he learnt 
^ nothing all hia life ^ Most poets even poets so short- 
lived as Keats and Shelley, change considerably both 
as men and aa artists m the course of their hves The 
longer Uved ^like Shakespeare Milton and Words 
worth, exhibit a gulf of division between youth and 
age. Love s Labour s Lost and Lear, Allegro and Samson 
the Lynad Ballads and the EcdesiasUcal Sonnets 
There is nothing of this land m Whitman He him- 
self and his poems were exactly the same at the end 
as they were at the beginning with the smglc exception 
that his expenences m the war deepened and solemnised 
the human tenderness which had been from the first 
a marked feature of ha character He came away 
from those years m the hospitals a man on whom love 
and death had eadi set the mark of a final seal and 
naturally enough, the marks only grew deeper dunng 
the twenty years he spent m watching the slow approach 
of hi* own last hour Otherwise his cheerful tempera 
ment, his easy and confident sciolism his preference 
for the company of people who were even less educated 
than himself the bedrock of j lhterate conceit which 
kept him almc^~cntircly~ uiiinflucn<^'’CTcn by the 
great wntcr* whom he was fondest of rcadmg all 
combmed to take him almost unchanged either m 

) character or m opinion throu^ a rather long life 
He began life with the notion not very unnatural in 
a young artisan conscioua of gemus and equally ignorant 
^ of history htcraturo and saence that a new world 

I quite unlike the old was then bcginnmg with a new 
religion of which he was to be the prophet He 
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asserted that m fifty years the old order of priests and 
poets would have completely disappeared with all 
their associations, and been replaced by what he calls 
the “ superior breed ” of the “ gangs of kosmos and 
prophets en masse ” with “ every man ” (especially 
what he called “ the average man ”) “ his own priest ” 
He hved through most of the fifty years, and at the 
end of them “ the average man ” showed no more sign 
of becommg a prophet, even to himself, than he had 
shown at the begmnmg The American contmued 
to show himself a man just like the men of other 
countnes and of previous centunes He was a variety 
and a development, of course, but he was not, as 
Whitman expected him to be, a new creature There 
was no break, either m politics or in hterature or m 
life, of the contmmty of the generations of men But 
Whitman learnt nothmg from these disappomtments , 
and though he did sometimes acknowledge the debt 
of his time and country to the culture of other countnes 
and other times, he seems generally to have clung to 
the strange delusion that m hterature and pohtics and 
almost m philosophy Amenca and he had maugurated 
a new order of things quite mdependent of all that had 
been done or said by the great nations and great men 
of the past. All this produces an undeniable monotony 
m his work, and adds a difficulty to the task of the 
student or cntic, who cannot find any very obvious 
stages or classes mto which to break up the poetry 
In dealmg with other poets it is natural to write a 
chapter on the lyrics, another on the dramas, another 
on the narrative poems, and so on But m Whitman 
there are no dmsions of fo rm and scarcely any of 
subject You might mdeed classify his wofkTmder 



in CHARACTERISTICS AND COMPARISONS 53 

such headings as Poms of Youth and Sea Potrna of 
Democracy and Politics Poems of Sea and L#and 
Poem* of War Poems of Mysticism Faith and Death 
But many of the poems would have a claim to belong 
to all these classes very few could be defimtely and 
conclusively consigned to one Or you might say that 
he had m fact all through his liife JthtCiUBihjects, 
hnnself, the average man» and ^j he univers e But the 
three subjects would provTto be one ^Vhltman is 
not the only poet to project himself into the umverse 
and then agam contract the univcne to fit the measure 
of hi* own mind Indeed that double process may be 
said to be of the very essence of poetry the imagma 
non feeling itself insignificant m the pretence of the 
vast whole^ feel* also that the whole is dead except 
BO far as the imagination gives it life The most 
essential article m the creed of poetry is faith m the 
ultimate unity of the whole. That faith was the very 
essence of the spmt of Wlutman At his worst he 
m^lo^ it ndiculous and almost mcamngless by blumng 
or even denymg all the differences m the parts which 
make the nchneas of the whole At his bat he is not 
denymg these distinctions of the intellect he is not 
concerning himself with them at all the mtcnsity of 
his vmon is fixed on a unity great enough to mclude 
and yet to allow us to forget all kmds and degrea of 
imlikeness and inequahty It may be well, before 
trying to break up hia book cither accord mg to his own 
or to any other divitiona, to attempt some acemmt of 
the general impression it maka And one of the very 
first elements m that impression will be this very faith 
m the onqiesa of the umvers e In the extraordinary 
Song of Myie^r^adiich was the opening poem of the 
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first edition of the Leaves^ set there as a challenge and 
defiance to all critics and conventional persons, he at 
once struck this note as strongly though not as beauti- 
fully as in later poems 

Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and knowledge 
that pass all the argument of the earth, 

And I know that the hand of God is the promise of my own. 
And I know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own, 
And that all the men ever bom are also my brothers, and the 
women my sisters and lovers. 

And that a kelson of the creation is love. 

And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in the fields, 

And brown ants in the little wells beneath them. 

And mossy scabs of the worm fence, heap’d stones, elder, 
mullem and poke-weed 

All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses. 

And to die is different from what any one supposed, and 
luckier 

His faith in immortality is a faith that all things are 
great and all are one, and that it is impossible to beheve 
that the parts of that great umty can cease to be 

I know I am deathless, 

I know this orbit of mme cannot be swept by a carpenter’s 
compass, 

I know I shall not pass like a child’s carlacue cut with a 
burnt stick at night " 

• •«••• 

My foothold is tenon’d and mortis’d in gramte, 

I laugh at what you call dissolution, 

And I know the amphtude of time 

This IS perhaps rather rl^tonc than poetry But 
sincere rhetoric is always trembhng on the edge of 
poetry, and the same sense of oneness. au^d_vastness 
comes m other places of the same poem where tlie 
secret of the umverse flashes back in his eyes from some 
ordmary sight which has no meamng for ordinary men 
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Oxen that rattle the ytjlce and cham or halt m the leafy shade, 
vrfaat la that you crorew In yotir eyes ? 

It ttema to me more than all the print I hove read m my 
hfc 

Nature for hun 18 no spcctncle no mere assemblage of 
material atoms m ctcmM motion and change There 
never was a poet tyho more passionately than Whitman» 
found in Nature a com pani on, a f nend a lover with 
whom he constantly enacts the great mystery of love » 
losing himself m the Beloved only to find that the 
Beloved is one with himself and that both m their 
oneness with each other discover themselves as par- 
taking of a Umty beyond tbcmselves 

I nm he dist wnlki with the tender and grorw ln c night 
1 call to the earth and tea half held by the night 

Preai doae baro-botom d night — proa cloao magnetic 
nonmhing night £ 

N^t of »outh wmda — night of the large few atari 1 
Stm nodding night — mad naked aummer night. 

Smile O voluptuQoa cool breath d earth I 
Earth of the aktmbermg end liquid treea I 
Earth of departed aunaet — earth of the moantema miaty topti 
Earth of the vitreoua pour of the full moon juat tingwi with 
blue 1 

Earth of ahinc and dark mottling the tide of the nrer I 
Earth of the lunpid gray of douda brighter end dearer for my 

aake 1 

Far-awoopmg elbow’d earth — nch applo-bloaaom d earth 1 
Smile for your lover ccanea 

Prodigal you hare given mo love — therefore I to you give 
love I 

O umpeakahle paaalonate love. 

This univcriabty of love was the greatest epintual fact 
m Whitman, inspired all that was greatest m hi* thought, 
and was the qmdity which made wise men mention his 
book m the same breath with Plato and the Bible No 
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one who is not attracted by it can possibly be attracted 
by him It is the essence of his greatness But many 
who would be attracted by it never discover it because 
of the many obstructions of every kind which he places 
m the path It is not merely that the reader who comes 
to him fresh from the great English poets is at once 
irritated and even repelled by his form or rather by his 
apparent formlessness There is much more than the 
metre or the lack of it to irritate such a reader He 
thinks of poetry (and no one more than Whitman 
proves how right he is m so thinking) as something 
which cannot be bom except of a nature whose whole 
— ^being is to a greater or less extent under emotional and 
imaginative excitement He finds that much of Whit- 
man’s verse appears to be the result of an energy which 
is almost purely_mtellectual , or that, if emotional at all, 
It exhibits, not the profound and pregnant emotion of 
poetry, makmg great demands on those who come into 
contact with it, but the fluent, comparatively tnvial 
and superficial emotion of rhetoric which all can follow 
and all forget Take the very first poem m the Leaves 
as finally arranged 

One’s self I sing, a simple separate person, 

Yet utter the word Democratic, the word En-Masse 

Of physiology from top to toe I sing. 

Not physiognomy alone nor bram alone is worthy for the 
Muse, I say the Form complete is worthier far. 

The Female equally with the Male I sing 

Of Life immense inpassion, pulse, a nd pow er. 

Cheerful, for freest action form’d undSmelaws divine. 

The Modem Man I sing 

I 

' It is not merely the oddness and ugliness of the 
language the “ En-Masse ”, which is not English , the 
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top to toe’ which IB ndiculous the Modem Man , 
which IS pure prose It is the lack of any purely poetic 
power The hnea arc a statement a very mtcrcstuig 
and characteristic statement striking the note which is 
the commonest though not the greatest of the whole 
book » but the statement is hardly at all a poem It at 
loncc exhibits the fatal influence which his Tammany 
jHall speechifying cxpencnccs and his journalistic 
Wining had on him How different his sense of 
language and style might have been if its training had 
been left entirely m the hands of the Bible and the 
Wavnley Novels and the other great books which he 
would take with him on his boyish rambles by the sea 
shore 1 He might have wntten as pure an ^ghsh os 
Bunyan himself ^ut the cheap rhetonc of pohtical 
meetings and the self important tnviahties of provincial 
newspapers overlaid and tainted all that^ The big 
books were not forgotten he was readmg those very 
two Scott and the Bible m the last weeks of his life 
But they had not been allowed to take complete hold 
of him and do for him what the Bible did for Bunyan 
wbat the Bible and Spenser and the Greek and Latm 
dassics did for Milton that is give him the tone and 
manner of great Uteraturc They need not mdecd 
they could not have kept him Wm bang himself 
Who u more himself than Bunyan ? Is there a hnc m 
all Milton which could have been wntten by any one 
else ? It is not men of gemua xvho are conquered by 
theu education and Walt would hare been Walt 
if he had lived always m lus workshop and by the sea 
and with no reading but the great b^ks As it was 
the Tammany meetings taught him a habit of repeatmg 
himself with a rather empty verbosity which id not 
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always disdain the intellectual level of a Tammany 
audience, while the Brooklyn newspaper office left 
him with the notion that one fact is as good as another, 
and that a miscellaneous collection of them described 
in the language of the streets is the very thing to fill 
your pages with , all of which may have been useful 
doctrine, and even true, for the Brooklyn editor, but 
was false and fatal for the poet. The orator and editor 
in fact had to be suppressed before the poet could 
do his proper work , and it is cunous to notice how 
completely, as a rule, they are suppressed when the 
imagination and emotion, which are the poet’s qualities, 
are strongly moved In the best of the war poems 
and the best of the sea poems, in the vanous lyrics 
of death, he hardly ever indulges m the tedious 
catalogues or m the vulga^ jargon, made up of 
several languages and belonging to none, which dis- 
figure the less inspired poems When once he is 
really moved he has no time to compile these 
auctioneering mventones of things in general, and he 
instmctively tends to draw back from any word that 
IS not pure Enghsh Naturally enough he did not 
hke Milton, the most learned, splendid, and m the best 
sense, aristocratic of poets, the most consummate artist 
the Enghsh race has produced Yet it is interesting to 
observe that it is precisely Milton who exhibits one or 
two cunous parallels with him Like Whitman, Milton 
had been a joumahst, or what corresponded to a 
journalist m his day And hke Whitman he suffered 
from It Even he, scholar and artist from his cradle, 
did not quite resist that powerful contagion Even he, 
when the spint of the pamphleteer was fresh upon him, 
could write such poor stuff as the Tetrachordon sonnets, 
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'with thar stall reader crying Bless lu what a 
cword on * and their other crude barhanims And the 
second poem of the Lfova of Graa illustrates another 
parallel No doubt "Whitman wa* quite imconsaous 
of it, but the poem sounds exactly like an echo of 
Milton 8 repeated expressions m Paradise Lost of his 
contempt for war as the theme of epic and of his 
resolve to set the highest poetry to higher uses Yet 
both Milton and Whitman engaged passionately in 
a avil war though neither bore arms And though 
Milton s cause was defeated and \Vhitman s tnumphed 
It 18 certam that the later poetry of both alike was 
immeasurably enriched by the passion sorrow and 
sufferings which each cxpencnced dimng and after war 
But there a a parallel, which is also a contrast 
between Milton and "Whitman m a matter much more 
general and important than these two details Both 
are among the most pohtical of poets Neither under- 
stood the art of politics as Shakespeare Wordsworth 
and Tennyson did Nor except that both were 
haters of tyrant s, whether royal or ecclesiastical and 
■^pro phets of ev erY kind of freedom whether of thought 
or action was there any great afiimty between their 
pohtical outlook. It is not merely a question of the 
inevitable differences between seventeenth - century 
England and nineteenth-century Amenca. There ia 
much more than that Milton was an aristocratic 
— repubhean after the fashion of Rome and "Whitman an 
cquslitanan democrat after the fashion of Rousseau 
Two things wider apart arc not easily found Yet the 
two poets are alike m this that m their poetry more 
than m any other m our language pohtics are a 
consaously felt presence This is true of Whitman 
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all through and of everything hlilton wrote after the 
Restoration Each was passionately possessed by a 
political doctrine which everywhere pervades his poetry 
For Milton it was civil and religious freedom, nobly 
conceived but often inconsistently interpreted into the 
compulsory and violent conversion or subjection of all 
fools and sinners For Whitman it was again civil and 
religious freedom But, as that was not questioned in 
lus time and country except in the great exception of 
negro slavery, the most passionate article of Whitman’s 
creed was not liberty but equality , again generously 
and nobly conceived, but too often interpreted in plain 
inconsistence with the outstanding fact of universal and 
mevitable human inequality The immediate point, 
however, is not its truth or falsity, but the fact that it 
brmgs politics into all parts of the Leaves And, after 
Whitman’s fashion, it bnngs them in directly, un- 
disgmsedly, nakedly Milton’s politics have always 
irritated Tones and Churchmen like Dr Johnson, and 
to a certain extent also all the people whose aesthetic 
development has been greater than their moral or 
practical, so that they regard all pohtics as dull and 
rather vulgar. But then Milton’s art affords people of 
that sort such magmficent compensations that it is only 
the most obstmate who can permanently turn away 
from him Besides, his pohtics, except m a few sonnets, 
are always indirect and allusive, veiled m a glory 
^of Hebrew or Roman remoteness Those who find 
pohtics a bore get no concessions or compensations 
from Whitman He and his_Ii.aY.erage . man ” stare 
very close at you from every_jpage, exactly as they 
walked the streets of Brooklyn or Washmgton m his 
day, exactly as they attended pubhc meetings and read 
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novtpapers and chose for all sorts of offices those 
clect<^ persons \\hb3e never-ending oudaatj * 
IVhitman is aI\\Tiys urging them to keep in ched 
The two influences of the politician and the jour 
nahst, the second rate poliUcian and the second rate 
joumahst, arc present almost oxr^nvhere m the Leavn 
and they more than anything else arc responsible for 
the irritation and contempt the book has aroused in 
BO many lovers of poetry Too man) of the poems 
read like pro\’maal leading articles or town counallor s 
speeches or perhaps tvont of all like a collection of 
[ fails divers }compilcd by a joumaUit who has got to 
fill a column somehow and for doing it relies upon the 
insatiable appetite of the uneducated for insignificant 
and disconnected occurrences Whitman s items are 
seldom m rcahty merelj that, because there is ncarl) 
ahvaj’s tome suggestion of his passion of conMction to 
be felt m them by those who can cncrcome the first 
impression of tnviahty But many cannot overcome 
it and it IS 'Whitman s own fault that they do not 
When he wntes 

Thk b the dty and I om one of the atacm 
Whatever Intereita the reit Iniereati me politics wars, 
maiiLets nevrspapen. schools 

The msTOT and councib banks tanfis steamships factories 
stocks, stores real estate and personal estate. 

It IS not merely that his style and language do not 
appear to be those of poetry at all — a matter which I 
Will discuss later on — it is that his mood h« state of 
mmd and fcchng does not appear to be that of poetry 
So the unlikeness to Milton m \VhitTnan the poUtiaan 
and journalist it as would be expected more conspicu 
ous than the likeness But that is not the only point 
cither of likeness or of unlikeness ^Vhen \Vhitman 
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indignantly calls poetry away from the ugly deeds of 
war “ fit for wild tigers or for lop-tongued wolves, not 
reasonmg men ”, and from the empty toys of lotc — 

Away i\ith Imc-vcrscs sugar’d in rhjTnc, the intrigues, 
amours of idlers, 

Fitted for only banquets of the night where dancers to late 
music slide — 

he reminds us of Milton, not only mwhat he rejects, but 
even in some of the very words of his rejection Do wc 
not seem here to catch an echo of the language in i^hich 
Milton more than once expresses his contempt both for 
war and for “ court amours, mix’d dance, and wanton 
masque ” ? But the contrast is of course more remark- 
able than the resemblance It is not merely that 
Whitman’s alternative to the old themes of poetry is 
not Milton’s It is that his whole presentment of it is 
a thousand miles away from the manner of Milton 

To you yc reverent sane sisters, 

I raise a voice for far superber themes for poets and for art. 
To exalt the present and the real, 

To teach the average man the glory of his daily walk and 
trade. 

To sing m songs how exercise and chemical life arc never to 
be baffled. 

To manual work for each and all, to plough, hoe, dig, 

To plant and tend the tree, the berry, vegetables, flowers, 
For every man to sec to it that he really do something, for 
every woman too , 

To use the hammer and the saw, (np or cross-cut,) 

To cultivate a turn for carpentering, plastering, painting, 

To work as tador, tailoress, nurse, hostler, porter, 

To invent a little, something ingenious, to aid the washmg, 
cookmg, cleamng. 

And hold it no disgrace to take a hand at them themselves 

I say I brmg thee Muse to-day and here, 

All occupations, duties broad and close, 

Toil, healthy toil and sweat, endless, without cessation, 

The old, old practical burdens, interests, joys, 
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Tb« family parentage, childhood huibtmd tmd wife 
The bouae-comforti the hcm»c itielf tmd all iti bclongmgi 
Food and ita preservation cbemUtry applied to it 
■Whatever forma the average atrong complete aweet blooded 
man or woman, tlm perfect l onge^ pcracnahty 
And bdpa ita present life to bealth’andluppmeaa and ahapea 
its aoiil 

For the eternal real life to come. 

"With latest connections works, the mter tmmportation of 
the world 

Steam-power the great e x pre ss lines, gas petroleum. 

These triumphs of our time the Atliitic'a dchcate cable 
The Pacific railroad the Suez canal the Mont Cenis and 
Gothard and Hoosac tunnels the DrooUyn bridn 
This earth all fpann d with iron rads with lines of steam 
ahips threading e ver y aeo 
Our own rondure the current globe I bring 

Now of couTBC there is no reason whatever why ^Vhlt 
man should write like Milton In fact the attempt to 
do so has constantly produced, the drcancit verse m 
Enghsli, But there is reason why he should wnte 
like a pocL Docs he do so here ? That is the first 
quesbon and one of the most fundamental which he 
immediately raises m the mmd of e\cry reader And 
the ordinary reader at once answers it by saying that 
he docs not. This he says is not poetry at all it is 
prose and what is more mdiffercnt prose the prose 
of the provmoal journalist. This first impression docs 
not appear to me to contain the whole trutk. But it 
does appear to me to be partially true and not so far 
away fiom the whole of the truth as the complacent 
notions of his onginahty and success entertamed by 
Whitman and proclaim^ by hia executors ev'cn more 
confidently than by himself He and they fanaed os 
wo have seen that m the new Amencan cm of poetry 
which he inaugurated any subject approached m any 
mood and treated m any manner or language would 
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become a great poem. But this is not so, if words are 
to have any meamng. All art is an intension , it both 
requires m the artist and excites m the reader or 
spectator an unusual, a heightened action, at least of 
some, and at best of all, the human faculties Whitman 
never knew that because he never knew or cared to 
know anythmg about the art of poetry. He wrote 
about the “ average man ”, and he was quite right 
Bums and Wordsworth taught us once for all that 
poetry is not hrmted m its choice of subject to heroes, 
extraordmary personages, and “ moving accidents ” 
But Whitman thought he could write of average 
persons and ordmary mcidents while himself m an 
average and ordmary state of mmd, and that the 
result would be poetry And there he is mistaken. 
It is only poetry so far as he is m an extraordmary 
state of imnd Wordsworth began by thinking, or by 
fancjrmg he thought, that poetry could use the every- 
day language of ordmary men and women But that 
would have produced verse of the sort he most disliked, 
verse hke Pope’s 

A youth of frolics, an old age of cards, 

which IS very near mdeed to the language and tone of 
ordmary conversation. But Wordsworth had too much 
poetic mstmct often to use that sort of language, and 
when he did he wrote what is now seldom read, or only 
read because, like that stupid piece of naturahsm. 

This morning gives us promise of a glonous day, 

It IS part of a great poem which it does what it can to 
spoil In his great years, at any rate, he seldom did 
this, because he knew that “ men thirst for power ” and 
that poetry satisfies that thirst by bemg sometlimg m 
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■which perception, emotion imagination find their 
powers of activity redoubled in which the delights of 
the car the memory, and the mind arc joined together 
to mnbft up a new fehaty not to be expcnenced else 
where which is the cxpcnence of poetry He knew m 
fact, what ^VhltIllan never realised that poetry like all 
art demands excess It has to make all thmgs m some 
sense new it has to get out of the mood m which a 
primrose by the nver bnm is as he said a j'cliow 
primrose and nothmg more. Now \Vhitman who did 
not like Wordsworth any more than he liked Milton 
owed a great deal more than he kne%v to Wordsworth 
Or at least •was much more akin to Word sworth, than 
he knew For it "was Wordsworth more than any one 
else who gave to poetry its freedom to call nothing 
common or unclean \Vhen Whitman brought the 
average man into poetry he was only advanemg m a 
_ _p ath first cleared and levelled by Wordsworth One 
half of Wordsworths gemus lay precisely there in 
the discovery that the plam man has his place in poetry 
as well as the hero thedaisy as wcllasthcrosc common 
hfc and ordinary madents as well as great and daxxlmg 
events Like Whitman he wanted to enlarge the world 
of poetry he insisted on bnngmg men and ■women as 
men and ■women not as captains or heromes mto 
poetry and laid all his stress not on the professional 
or avocational charictcnstics of men, which arc acd 
dental but on their human characteristics which arc 
tasential Whitmans tnumphs were gamed m the 
same field. It is true that he often took a curious 
pleasure m rcatmg lists of men s various occupations 
but his finest things arc built on Wordsworth • 
prmaple 

F 



66 


^VALT WHITMAN 


CHAP. 


0 tan-faccd prainc-boy, 

Before you came lo camp came many a ^^clcomc gift, 

Praises and presents came and nourishing food, till at last 
among the recruits, 

You came, taciturn, with nothing to give — wc but look’d on 
each other, 

When lo ! more than all the gifts of the world you ga\c 
me 

The power and beauty of this are exactly the power 
and beauty of Wordsworth’s Solitary Reaper and High- 
land Girl , that is, they spring wholly from the poet’s 
all-embracing human sympathy which secs wonder and 
feels love where others, till the poet helps them, see 
and feel just nothing at all. So again Wordsworth, 
like Whitman and unlike the abstract and generalising 
eighteenth century against which he was reacting, was 
determmed to bnng not merely the truth but the facts 
into poetry For him the primrose was to be a yellow 
primrose, not as the eighteenth century might have 
called It, an elegant primrose, which is meaningless, 
or a drooping primrose, w'hich is false And so for 
Whitman As Wordsw'orth is not afraid oiPoor Susan * 
and The Idiot Boy, and will have every fact about them 
mto his poem, so Whitman is not afraid of any facts 
about his ox-tamer or even about his knife-gnnder. 
We get the ox-tamer’s extraordinary power over his 
animals, and are told about the ammals , and then 

How they watch their tamer — they wish him near them — 
how they turn to look after him 1 
What yeammg expression 1 how uneasy they are when he 
moves away from them , 

Now I marvel what it can be he appears to them, (books, 
politics, poems, depart — all else departs,) 

1 confess I envy only his fascination — my silent, illiterate 

fnend. 

Whom a himdred oxen love there in his life on farms, 

In the northern county far, m the placid pastoral region 
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(^e sense of human umty and human sympathy is 
greater than the facts and absorbs them ^ So with his 
picture of the knife-grmder which has a cunous 
resemblance m some pomts to Wordsworth a (Star 
Gazers^ 

What cr ov r J U tlm ? What have wc here ? Wo must not 
peas it by 

begins Wordsworth and goes on to the telescope and 
its showman And so Whitman begins 

Where the city’s ceaseless c r ov r tl moves on the livelong day 
WithdisTTn I join a group of children witchmg I pause 
■side with them 

and after descnbmg the wheel at work concludes 

The scene and til its belonmngs how they seize and affect me. 
The tad aharp-chirm d old man with worn clothes and broad 
shoulder-band of leather 

Mys^ efhialng and Quid a phantom cumusly floating now 
here absorb d and arrested 

The groupj (an unmlnded point set In a vast surrounding ) 
Hie attentiv^ qmet childi^ the loud proud rcstiTe base 
of the streets 

The low hoarse purr of the whniing stone the hght-press d 
blade, 

Ehffiisir^ dropping aidewayi-darting in tiny ahowers of 
SpaiSn &otn the wheeL 

Both then seem to me to be tnumphs m Whitman t 
peculiar manner Only there is this to be saicL 
Wordsworth complaint of the man to whom the 
primrose was a primrose “ and nothing more To 
the poet, he imphcs it always is something more To 
hmiMlf it becomes often but by no means always with 
admirable success an occasion for pomtmg some kmd 
of moral To Whitman it is often an occasion for 
democratic spccchifymg a much less happy because a 
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much less umversal use to put it to , for we are all, m 
all countries and all ages and all circumstances, essen- 
tially moralists or concerned with morals, while com- 
paratively few of the people of the world are concerned 
tvith American pohtics or can find much support for 
their actual daily hfe in flamboyant proclamations of 
equahty Still, equality, which is false, is often in 
Whitman another word for compamonship or fraternity, 
which IS or may be true and even the false dream of 
equality is not an ignoble dream to get out of the facts 
of life Where Whitman fails compared with Words- 
worth IS that he often gets nothing at all out of the facts 
because he puts nothmg in. “A yellow pnmrose was 
to him, And it was nothmg more.” But it must be 
something more if it is to become poetry And the 
somethmg more is something which it is the poet’s 
gemus and business to discover Art is a birth and 
results from a marnage, the marnage of a mind and a 
fact There are here no virgm births . the fact alone 
produces nothmg , before it can give birth to a poem 
or a work of art it must be impregnated by the action 
of a human power which we may call mmd so long 
as we do not forget to mclude m it emotion and 
imagmation as well as intellect The central difference 
between Wordsworth and Whitman, who have so much 
in common, is that Whitman often forgets this and 
Wordsworth seldom or never Wordsworth’s Michael 
and Matthew and the rest are remade and new bom 
born again of the Wordsworthian baptism and filled full 
of the new wme of the Wordsworthian spirit Whit- 
\ man’s hsts of cities and countries and human occupa- 
; tions are often left as dry, as unmoved and unmovmg, 
as they would be and should be m the index of an 



m CHARACTERISTICS AND COMPARISONS 69 

atlas or encycloptcdia Wordsworth at h« worst puts 
something mto his subject^ even if it bo only some 
watery wmc of sentimental moralising \Vhitman at his 
worst or perhaps not at his worst, puts nothmg at all 
It 13 t^ probably, which is at the root of the 
dominant impression he males upon most readers who 
approach him for the first time He docs so httle for 
hi3 subjects that they do not appear to become poetry 
at all His notion that all exact metneal form was 
what he called lilt and had become uimcccssary \ 
DOW that poetry li longer written to be sung aloud 
but to be read silently from a printed page was partly 
responsible for this His ignorant Amencan and 
artisan prejudices made him fancy that all elaborate 
metre had something feudal European and therefore 
outworn about it and lover of music or the simpler 
kmds of It, os he was he seems to have had absolutely 
no ear for the marvellous musical structures that sudi 
an artist as Mdton could build out of the material 
supplied to him by English words He wras not 
Without some occasional flashes of insight about style 
That may be seen not only by the grave beauty of his 
finest poems of wrfaich he may have been critically 
unconscious but by such hterary judgements os hm 
change of the title A Backward Glance on my own Road 
mto A Backward Glance o er TraveVd Roads and 
the reason he gave for it that the new name was 
stronger and more musical But on the whole he 
understood little of the importance of music or form 
m poetry and nothing at all of association He justly 
said to Edward Carpenter that t hought was the 
.first thmg neces s ary m poetry but he knew so little 
of his art that he fauacd it to be not only the first, but ^ 
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the only, thing necessary to it The rest may follow 
"'if It chooses but must not be too much sought after ” 
This of the art m which Pindar and Virgil, Dante and 
Milton, are, if he had only known it, the acknowledged, 
the still incomparable, masters 1 

The two things being equal I should prefer to have the hit ’ 
present with the idea but if I got down my thought and 
the rhythm was not there I should not work to secure 
It I take a good deal of trouble with words, but what 

I am after is the content not the music 

Yes, but poetry is after the music as well as the con- 
tent, and IS ready to work hard to secure it Indeed 
It knows that its own content, its proper and pecuhar 
thought, cannot be uttered except through music This 
Ignorant indifference to form combmes with his rather 
naive notions about the ongmahty and importance of 
his thought to create on the ordmary reader a first 
impression that Leaves of Grass is a book of crude 
- trmahties and commonplaces, prosaic, formless, gener- 
ally unmusical and occasionally absurd It is obvious 
that if I thought that the whole truth of the matter I 
should not be attemptmg to write this book On the 
contrary, I thmk that impression natural, mdeed, and 
by no means unfounded, but utterly incomplete I 
think that few men have had more than Whitman the 
nature and gemus of a poet I think that, though he 
was not nearly so “ new ” as he supposed, he remams, 
so far as I know, the most ongmal gemus Amenca has 
yet produced He was wrong m supposmg that 
Amencan poetry could cut itself off from the parent 
stock of Europe But he was right m supposmg that 
It could graft a new branch on to the old tree and he 
proved himself nght by domg it He had a new world 
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to bring into poetry and in spite of many failure* he 
brought It- Amenca grew more in his aeventy ycaiB 
of life than some countnes of Europe have grown m 
seven hundred Bom while the tnumphant issue of 
Its first great struggle was still a recent memory of 
unbounded promise he lived through the second and 
much greater struggle which threatened that promise 
and saw the promise issue from it more confident and 
unbounded than ever So far as it was a promise of 
the mstcnal good things m which he took a pnde and 
pleasure recalling Macaulay it has been much more 
than justified So far as it was a promise of the 
mtcUcctual and spintual leadership of the world for 
which he eared a great deal more it has *0 far been a 
complete disappomtment Amenca shows at present 
no sign of Icadmg the world m literature art region 
or philosophy But she is said to care for education os 
no nation has ever cared for it, and perhaps when she 
has got tired of making money she will begin to make 
greater thjnga than money Only we can sec, what 
Whitman did not see what mde^ no one saw fifty 
yeaiB ago that it is more difficult for Amenca and for 
this generation to create a great literature than it was 
for previous generations and the old countnes Nearly 
all the modem inventions which do so much for con 
vemence and for amusement do less than nothmg for 
thought, because nothmg for leisure and quiet which 
arc the necessary conditions of thought- Telephones, 
motor-cars wireless and the rest give us the whole 
world but they are apt to depnvo us of our own souls 
Nothing great ever came out of a whirl of bodily rest 
lessness combmed with mental and moral dissipation 
And that will remain the disease of the modem world 
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till mind has once again mastered machinery instead 
of being as at present mastered by it 

However, Whitman like Macaulay was convinced 
that the march of mechanics and the march of mind 
were two aspects of the same movement And that 
conviction gave them both a sympathy with the mam 
current of their generation which was of use to their 
readers as well as to themselves Macaulay rendered 
England a service of immense importance by partially 
cmhsmg that triumphant nuddle class of his day whose 
ideals and self-satisfaction he shared They under- 
stood him at once and dehghted m him at once : and 
hstemng eagerly to him they unconsciously imbibed 
from his writings a httle at any rate of things above and 
beyond their narrow range of interests, a breath of the 
greatest words and deeds of all times and countries 
What Whitman had to give was more difficult, and his 
odd perversity of wntmg prevented him from ever 
acquirmg that easy assurance of immediate contact 
with the plam man which is the strength and weakness 
of Macaulay. Whitman m turn shared his “ average ” 
man’s outlook, hopes and self-confidence , and he was 
passionately anxious to get into the closest contact witli 
him But he never did Both his unlikeness and his 
likeness to the “ divme average ” stood m his way 
On the one hand, the mechamc dismissed him as just 
a mechamc like himself , on the other hand, he dis- 
missed him as a freak whose stuff was neither verse nor 
prose, as verse and prose appear to mechames, or as a 
prophet whose gospel could not be fitted mto any of 
the only gospels an American mechamc knew, those of 
business and pohtics and rehgion Macaulay suffered 
from neither of these disadvantages His men of trade 
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and business could not for a moment fail to see that 
he was a man very different from themselves on the 
other hand all he said was as plain as dayhght and what 
he said attracted them by mcludmg an enlarged and 
illuminated edition of their own gospel So Whitman 
failed to do for his generation what Macaulay did for 
his But he attempted and partly achieved things of 
which Macaulay was mcapable The historical, poh 
deal and htcrary education which Macaulay gave his 
readers ^Vhltman did not possess and could not convey 
But in spite of all his crudities he had a quahty of 
yiaio n of which Macaulay knew nothing Not only 
did he manage to mtroduce Bomethmg that can be 
—called a truly poetic, even a mystic, element mto his 
enthusiasm about that wurld of expansive freedom and 
perpetually mcrcasing wealth m which he hved Not 
only did his genius embrace all that and give it a kind 
of spirit of life and joy It also utterly transcended it 

He IS always fechng as Macaulay was perhaps mcapable 
of feeling the transa ence and essential unreahty of all 
those things 

H«»t never come to tbeo an beror 

A sudden gleam divine preaphatlng bunting all these 
bubbles, ftshlons wealth ? 

These csger business aims — books politics art amotiii 
To utter nothingness ? 

No grammatical absurdity can conceal the profound 
smeenty here If he enjoyed as Shelley could not the 
many-coloured glass of life he had also always m his 
mmd the thought both of the fragments mto which 
it IS destmed to be trampled by Death and of the 
white radiance mto which the colours arc some day 
to disappear 
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As I wend to the shores I know not, 

As I list to the dirge, the voices of tnen and women wreck'd. 
As I inhale the impalpable breezes that set in upon me. 

As the ocean so mysterious rolls toward me closer and closer, 
I too but sigmfy at the utmost a little wash’d-up dnft, 

A few sand and dead leaves to gather. 

Gather, and merge myself as part of Ae sands and drift 

It IS in these two things that his greatness is to 
be looked for He beheved in o|;dmaiy_life and the 
average man, and loved them as no poet had ever loved 
them before And though he was so little of an artist, 
this love of his was so passionate that at its highest it 
attamed the purity of utterance which only passion 
knows The mtensity of his faith and joy in the new 
world, for which, as he thought, the old world had 
been a long and slow preparation, is a cleansmg fire 
which burns out of him the tnviahties and ughnesses 
that are his besetting sms and gives him more than 
he desired or knew of the rhythm and music which 
have always been the language of faith 

Long and long has the grass been growing. 

Long and long has the ram been fdhng, 

Long has the globe been rolhng round 

So he says in that Song of the Exposition, of which the 
first thought is of the workman whose hands have made 
all the exhibited wonders and triumphs of skill , and 
of another workman whose hands we do not see 

(Ah htde recks the laborer. 

How near his work is holding him to God 
The lovmg Laborer through space and time ) 

But that note, though it has a pecuhar sympathy which 
is Whitman’s own, rmght have come from the old world 
The note which came from him for the first time is that 
other note, not so much of sympathy as of passionate 
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^confidence , of the note of faith and joy in life as he 
saw It all round him and in all the men and women 
of all sorts who were Imng it. That may be seen m 
a hundred poems not often more exactly than m the 
opcmng of the Song of the Unwenal 

Come taid the Mose 

Smg me a tong no poet yet hai chanted, 

Sing me the umrcnal 

In dm broad earth of our* 

Aimd the meuureleu ^roctnesa and the tlag 
Endoced and safe withm its central heart 
Nestle* the teed perfection 

By crery life a share or more or lea* 

None bom but it u bom conceal d or im con cea l d the teed 
u waiting 

And with more passion still and therefore with more 
music, m that moat characteristic of his poems Pioneers! 
O Pioneers! He wrote again and agam of the hosts of 
Amencan artisans the new world they were making 
the new spirit they were spreading abroad among men 
He never caught the imagination of all that never 
wrote it m fire, as he did m Pioneers 

Come mr tan faced children 
FoDow well in oruer. get your weapon* ready 
Have you your putola ? hiave you your tharp-edged area ? 
Pioneer* 1 O pioneer* I 

For we cannot tarry here 

We mmt march my darling* wo moat boar the bnmt of 
danger 

We tbo youthful smewy race* all the rest on u* depend 
Poneer* f O pioneer* t 

O you youth*. Wc»tcm youth* 

80 imMticnt, full of aedrm full of manly pnde and fnendihip 
Flam I »eo you Western youth* eee you trampmg with the 
foremost, 

Pioneer* 1 O pioneer* 1 
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Have the elder races halted ? 

Do they droop and end their lesson, weaned over there 
beyond the seas ? 

We take up the task eternal, and the burden and the lesson. 

Pioneers 1 O pioneers i 

All the past we leave behind. 

We debouch upon a newer mightier world, varied world. 

Fresh and strong the world we seize, world of labor and the 
march, 

Pioneers 1 O pioneers ! 

We detachments steady throwing, 

Down the edges, through the passes, up the mountains steep, 

Conquenng, holding, darmg, ventunng as we go the unknown 
ways, 

Pioneers I O pioneers I 

We primeval forests felling, 

We the rivers stemming, vexing we and piercing deep the 
mmes within, 

We the surface broad surveymg, we the virgin soil upheaving. 

Pioneers ! O pioneers ! 

Colorado men are we. 

From the peaks gigantic, from the great sierras and the high 
plateaus, 

From the mine and from the gully, from the hunting trail we 
come. 

Pioneers ! O pioneers 1 

From Nebraska, from Arkansas, 

Central inland race are we, from Missouri, with the conti- 
nental blood mtervein’d. 

All the hands of comrades claspmg, aU the Southern, all the 
Northern, 

Pioneers I O pioneers I 

O resistless restless race 1 

O beloved race in all ! O my breast aches with tender love 
for all 1 

O I mourn and yet exult, I am rapt with love for aU, 

Pioneers I O pioneers ! 

That IS the first and newest side of his greatness But 
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he did not stop there All this mighty energy of life 
all this limitless expansion of the conquest of the earth 
did not satisfy him He was for ever escapmg it 
transcendmg it, scemg it vanish away like a smoke 


THj n thy hour O Soul, thy free flujbt into the Tvnrdlcis 
Away from botAi away from art, the day erased the lesson 
done. 

The© frilly forth emermng sileiit, gaxmg pondering the 
thou lovest hest. 

Night, sleep death and the stars 


One of his poems is called A SoTjg of Joys and another 
A SoTjg for Oca:patiom and they arc full of the joys 
of the body and the occupations of the ordinary man 
Yet they arc also and almost equally an escape from 
the plam man s occupations and the plam man s 
conception of joy They are among ^Vhitman s most 
characteristic thmgs full of the two secmmg opposites 
which make him so mtcrcstmg hia Tapturous accept 
ance of the everyday and the obvious and his mystical 
conviction that bo^ m earth and man there is much 
more than the obvious and that wonderful as it 
u to be an engmeer or a farmer it is more wonder- 
ful to be a poet, and much more wonderful to be 
a man. 


O to make the most jubilant aong I 

Full of music — full of manhood womanhood infancy I 

Full of common employmenta — full of gram and trees 


O for the voices of goimal^ — O for the swiftness and balance 
of fiabes t 

O for the dropping of raindrops m a song I 
O for the aumnmo and motion of waves m a song I 


0 the joy of my spirit — It tt uncaged — it darts like li ghteleg 1 
It IS not cnouggi to have thia globe or a c e r t a m tone 

1 will have thousands of globes and all time 
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O the engineer’s joys 1 to go with a locomotive 1 
To hear the hiss of steam, the merry shriek, the steam-whistle, 
the laughing locomotive 1 

To push with resistless way and speed off in the distance 

O the gleesome saunter over fields and hillsides ! 

The leaves and flowers of the commonest weeds, the moist 
fresh stillness of the woods, 

The exquisite smell of the earth at daybreak, and all through 
the forenoon 

O the horseman’s and horsewoman’s joys ! 

The saddle, the gallop, the pressure upon the seat, the cool 
gurgling by the ears and hair 

O to go back to thejilac^wherc I was born, 

To hear the birds^ sing once rriore, 

To ramble about the house and bam and over the fields once 
more, 

And through the orchard and along the old lanes once more 

0 to have been brought up on bays, lagoons, creeks, or along 

the coast. 

To contmue and be employ’d there all my life. 

The brmy and damp smell, the shore, the salt weeds exposed 
at low water. 

The work of fishermen, the work of the eel-fisher and dam- 
fisher , 

1 come with my clam-rake and spade, I come with my eel- 

spear. 

Is the tide out ? I join the group of clam-diggers on the flats, 
I laugh and work with them, I joke at my work like a 
mettlesome young man , 

In winter I take my eel-basket and eel-spear and travel out on 
foot on the ice — I have a small axe to cut holes in the ice. 
Behold me well-clothed going gayly or retummg in the 
afternoon, my brood of tough boys accompanymg me. 
My brood of grown and part-grown boys, who love to be with 
no one else so well as they love to be with me, 

By day to work with me, and by mght to sleep with me 

(O something pernicious and dread ! 

Something far away from a puny and pious life 1 
Something unproved ! something m a trance 1 
Somethmg escaped from the anchorage and dnving free ) 
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The plcnteousne*! of aD that there are no bounds 
To emerge and bo of the iky of the lun and moon and flying 
dou^ as one vnth thatu 

Yet O my soul iupreme 1 

Know it thou thcjovi o lpcaaire thought ? 

Joy* of the frfirana^oncaomc ncart the tender gloomy 
heart ? 

Joya of the aohtary walk the ipint boVd yet proud the 
aufliertag and me ttruggle ? 

The(^tgonittic Vhroea^ the ecatadea joyi of the solemn 
muiingi day or night ? 

Joya of the thought of Death, the great spheres Time end 
Space ? 

Prophetic joya of better loftier love s ideals the divine wife 
the aweet, eternal, perfect comrade ? 

Joyi all thme own undying one, joya wn r t hy dice O soul 

O to atrugyle agamst great odds to meet enemies undaunted 1 
To be entirely alone with them to find how much one can 
stand 1 

To look strife torture pnson, popular odium face to face 1 
To mount the scaffold to advance to tho muzzles of guns 
with perfect nondialsncc ! 

To be indeed a God 1 

O to sail to sea m a ship I 
To leave thn steady unendurable land 
To leave t he tiresome sameneaa o fj he atre cta tho aide walks 
and the houses 

To leave you O you s<did motionless land and entering a 
ship 

To sail and sail and tail 1 

O to have life henceforth a poem of new Joya I 
To dance clap hands csailt, shout, slap leap toll on 
float 00 ! 

To be a sailor of the world bound for all ports 
A ship hadf, (see mdeod these saili I spread to tho sun and 
airO 

A swift tnd swelling ship full of rith words full of joya. 

But the escape of the mystic whether from joys or 
frmn sorrows is more often to a sUenoo beyond joy 
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or sorrow So it is again and again in the Drum-Taps, 
in the little poem of the astronomer, or m the 
beautiful poem out of Sea Drift called On the Beach 
at Night 

On the beach at night, 

Stands a child with her father. 

Watching the east, the autumn sky 

Up through the darkness, 

While ravening clouds, the bunal clouds, in blaclv masses 
spreadmg, 

Lower sullen and fast athwart and down the sky. 

Amid a transparent clear belt of ether yet left m the east. 
Ascends large and cahn the lord -star Jupiter, 

And mgh at hand, only a very little above. 

Swim llie delicate sisters the Pleiades 

From the beach the child holding the hand of her father, 
Those bunal clouds that lower victonous soon to devour all. 
Watching, silently weeps 

Weep not, child. 

Weep not, my darlmg. 

With these kisses let me remove your tears. 

The ravemng clouds shall not long be victonous. 

They shall not long possess the sky, they devour the stars 
only m appantion, 

Jupiter shall emerge, be patient, watch agam another mght, 
the Pleiades shall emerge. 

They are immortal, aU those stars both silvery and golden 
shall shme out again. 

The great stars and the little ones shall shine out again, they 
endure. 

The vast immortal suns and the long-endunng pensive 
moons shall agam shme 

Then dearest child moumest thou only for Jupiter ? 
Considerest thou alone the bunal of the stars r 

Somethmg there is, 

(With my lips soothmg thee, addmg I whisper, 

I give thee the first suggestion, the problem and mdirection,) 
Somethmg there ^_more_immort^ ^en.than_the stare, 
(Many the burials, many the days and mghts, passmg~ away,) 
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Scmctlimg that ihaTI enduro lonser even than Iiutroua 
Jupiter 

Lon^ than atm or anv revolving aatellite 
Or ^ radiant aistcra the Pleiades 


What a last hnc 1 Did Whitman choose it conscionaly 
as an cndmgortvas itan acadent? If it tvaa it waa one 
of these acadents which happen only to great pocta 
With Buch a hnc still cchomg m the car one dares not 
say that Whitman was not an artut. And m any ease 
with such a poem before ua or fresh m the memory we 
know that behind all the absurdities trmahties insolent 
uglmesscs of Leaves of Grass and much more essential 
than they there is the form ts well as the essence, the 
body as well as the apint of a true poet. 


Q 



CHAPTER IV 


whitjman’s language and metre 

We have admitted that the conventional reader of 
poetry recoils with irritation and disgust when he first 
opens Vrhitman The language of Leaves of Grass 
strikes him as grotesque and its metre as non-existent 
And he is partly right But so was Whitman. The 
reader rightly feels that poetry is not the same thing 
as prose The poet, equally nghtly, felt that poetry 
which feeds on poetry becomes archaic, hierarchical 
and feeble : that it needs from time to time a strong 
diet of novelty, and often finds a renewal of its youth 
by submitting to the shock of a plunge into an in- 
vigorating bath of prose At any rate the novelty 
generally looks like prose to those who see it for the 
first time Certainly Eunpides, and probably even 
Sophocles, seemed prosaic to the admirers of Aeschylus. 
Dante and Chaucer, writmg each m his new vulgar 
tongue, seemed to many of their contemporaries to 
have vulgarised poetry Much of Wordsworth seemed 
the bathos of prose to ears and mmds tramed m the 
school of Milton or the school of Pope So Whitman 
mevitably seemed more prosaic than he was to readers 
and critics accustomed to Whittier and Longfellow and 
their Enghsh masters. He waS^eifectly righOh his 

82 
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instinctive conviction tti^t it wss lua business to break 
m upon all that, and substitatc for it something newer, 
something more m touch with the actual life of America-. 
I He had to make for lua generation that return to 
1 Nature ’ wbch the poetry of centmy after century 
} supposes Itself to have made once for all, till it la 
confronted by the surprising fact that to the next 
I century its nature has agam hecome so unnaturd 
|as to stand m urgent need of a return to another nature 
iwhich IS at last to bo the true and final one With 
Whitman this return to nature took extreme forms, 
which time has already refused to ratify The cause 
of thiH was tha t ho can scarcely be said to have known 
that jxjctry is an art. He is himself often a fine artut 
by a sort of divme acadent but he was equally pleased 
with himself when as happened still oftener he was 
not an artist or a poet ftt all. He supposed himself 
-to be produemg something entirely outside hteraturc 
as hitherto wntten It was his buamess to take 
•diold of muscular democratic vinhties without wmemg 
and put them mto verse And that was a very proper 
business for poetry to undertake But when he adds 
* I Toik^ httle or no selection when he showed as 
he showed agam and agam that m his behef muscular 
democratic virihties and mdeed everything else of 
whatever kmd all things all persons all occurrences 
could bo put mto verse jtist as they arc(^thout any 
selection arrangement mtenaifi cation^ without m fact 
any ni ihe trandoTimng it-creaSion ni axl, he was 
merely proving that be did not know the difference 
between art and photography things wide asunder as 
the poles And so far as he faded to be a poet as he 
did very largely fad it was that fundamental miscon 
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ception which lay at the root of his failure He 
supposed that a poet can see things exactly as an 
ordinary man sees them, and descnbe them exactly 
as such a man descnbes them But the result of 
that, if It is anythmg at all, is not poetry or art, but 
matter of fact or science So he supposed that a poet 
can use any language But that is another mistake 
Poetry, unhke ordmary conversation or a paragraph 
in a newspaper, has as its busmess to appeal to 
the imagmation and the emotions Language which 
leaves them dry and cold may do very well for the 
givmg of information, for the transactions of trade, 
or for the mqmnes of science , but it will not do for 
poetry So agam he supposed that poetry had no 
need of met re, which was, he thought, an outworn 
superstition of feudahsm Here his case is certainly 
“more arguable And some poets have not only 
followed somethmg hke his practices, but have 
attempted a theoretic defence of them Mr F S 
Fhnt, for mstance, in the mtroduction to his volume 
Otherworld, not merely demes, as Sidney demed three 
hundred and fifty years ago, that metre is essential to 
poetry, but declares that “ the history of Enghsh verse 
IS the story of the exhaustion of the effects to be 
obtained from rhyme and metre ” , and even asserts 
that “ rhyme and metre are dead or dymg devices ”, 
and that we are “ boimd m the end to tire of those 
tnckenes and acrobatics of verse-wntmg ” He insists 
upon the need of “ a more flexible form of expression ”, 
which IS to be what he calls “ cadence ”, which appears 
to be an absolutely free movement unbound to any 
law and unmarked by any of that repetition which is 
the distmctive feature of ordmary metrical verse But 
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tnnc, which m fact gave its judgement against Sidney 
IS gmng It with equal decision against Whitman and 
Mr Flint. What Mr Flint asserts is mdeed the 
opposite of the truth The history of English verse 
la not the history of the exhaustion of metre It is 
certainly the history of the exhaustion of particular 
metres But that is far from being the same thing 
The eighteenth century exhausted both Milton s blank 
verse and the heroic couplet of Dryden and Pope 
Both had to be abandoned or else transformed as they 
were by Keats Tennyson, Swinburne and the rest. 
But that was not an exhaustion of metre or rhyme In 
fact it was just the contrary The mctnal art of 
Colendgc Shelley Teniiyton and Swinhume is far 
more vaned far nchcr far fresher far less exhausted 
or exhaustible than that of their predecessors of the 
previous century The only change which took place 
m the direction mdicated by Mr Flmt was a gradual 
decrease m obvious regularity and formahty Many 
poets and notably Coventry Patmore, used much 
looser metneai structures m which the length of the 
and the places of the rhymes were very freely 
vaned a device as old as the Italian canzom , they 
even mtroduced occasional unrhymed lines into 
rhymed poems as Milton had mtroduced them mto 
Lyadas Thi? ' return to Nature has contmued, 
and, on the whole with some striking excepbona like 
Mr Housman the modem poets arc much freer and 
more vaned m their metrical systems than the poets 
of fifty or a hundred years ago or mdeed of any previous 
period m our htcrary history But only a very few 
of them have accepted the abandonment of metre 
altogether as advocated in Mr Flmt a preface and 
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practised by Whitman Nor has Whitman’s example 
been permanently followed m his own country Mr 
Untermeyer, in his book on American Poetry since 
igoo, arid m an article m The Nation (June 1922), 
has proclaimed the return of the free-verse prodigals 
which, he declares, is conspicuous in the Umted 
States. Free-verse, he says, was the fashion between 
1914 and 1920 Then “ H. D ”, Edgar Masters, 
Amy Lowell, Clement Wood, and Alfred Elreymborg 
were all “ vers-hbnst ” Now, except Poimd and 
Sandburg, “ scarcely anyone is left to defend the once 
commandmg fort ” Masters writes “ m conventional 
blank verse”, Miss Lowell m Chaucerian stanzas, 
Kreymborg takes to sonnets, Wood’s rh)rthnis “ grow 
pnm ”, and even “ H D.” m Hymen uses rhyme 
“ with mor^ than tentative effect ”, as well as, at least 
occasionally, more or less regular stanzas So what we 
see, as he mterprets it, is one creator after another 
tummg to “ a resistmg form, to a medium that does 
not submit too easily ” “ The poet learns to enjoy the 

edged limitations of his verse as keenly as the pamter 
appreciates the sharp confines of his canvas Does 
not the artist prefer to feel the victory of his wiU over 
a definite and sometimes defiant form ^ ” It seems, 
therefore, that “ these States ”, to whose future poets 
Whitman appealed so confidently, have rejected his 
anti-metncal doctrmes This is assuredly not from 
any conservative or* aristocratic hostihty to his worship 
of freedom, equahty , and the plam man. The American 
poets of to-day, and Mr Untermeyer among them, 
commonly beheve m these thmgs as much as he did. 
It is, and can only be, because expenence showed that 
his doctnnes did not work well The poets, after 
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trying to do without metre fotmd that they could do 
more with it than they could do without it They 
discovered what Whmnan somctmies illustrated but 
never imderstood thatfnot only rhythm and cadence 
but rhyme and metre arc forces of expres8ion,iwithout 
which poetry may have to leave un e x pr e ss ed the most 
secret and mtimate part of what it wants to say What 
13 said by 

wlucli cost Ceres ill dmt pun 
To icck her thrtrugli the world, 

or by 

And littlo ttrwn thy itrceti for evermore 
Wni nleiit be tad not 1 lonl to tell 
Why thou art desolate, can e cr return, 

or by 

And is there care in heaven ? And is there love 
In heavenly spirits to these creatures base. 

That may compsssion of their evils move ? 

IS something which can only be said by those words 
m that order and making that music No prose 
no unmetred language can say just what they, and 
their arrangement, and their music and thar assocm 
tions and their place in the poem of which they 
are a part, all combme to say a umque thing only 
to be said that once m that one way But we need 
not go outaido Whitman hunaelf to lUuatratc these 
truths of art. And to him we will return and let him 
show UB what he thought ho could do how he tned 
to do it, where he succeeded and where he failed 
Take, first of all the matter of language Here hia 
theory as we have seen and frequent practice, was that 
poetry could use just any language at all At his worst 
his language is neither poetry nor grammar nor even 
Kn g li i h He contmually drops mto phrases like 
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Chanty and personal force arc the only mvestntents t\orth 
anj’thing, 

which IS a pure prose statement, irreproachable but 
entirely unpoetic , or like 

Amelioration is one of the earth’s \\ords, 

which begins to be ludicrous , or like 

O to bathe m the swimming-bath or in a good place along 
shore , 

or 

And I will report all heroism from an American point of view , 
or 

Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes, 
how curious you arc to me 1 

On the ferry-boats the hundreds and hundreds that cross, 
returning home, are more curious to me than >ou would 
suppose, 

which may be said to be innocently grotesque , or like 
I reckon I am their boss and they make me a pet besides, 

where the grotesque has passed into the hideous, with 
“ boss ”, ugly enough in itself, echoing and insisting 
upon the more innocent ughness of “ jobs ” which 
occurs just before Instances of this land could, of 
course, be multiplied by the hundred It is true that 
they sound much more ndiculous or offensive when 
isolated from their context The impetuous rush 
and entire smeenty of Whitman often get us away 
with them, and absorb us so tliat we can hardly stop 
to be irritated by his blundering discords The fine 
freshness of his wonder at the crowds of men and 
women m the usual costumes makes us forget alto- 
gether, or pass over with an mdulgent smile, the 
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ludicrcm* banality of the phrase It is the business 
of poets to be for ever opening our eyes and giving us 
bade the freshness of the early world ’ when there 
were no usual costumes but all was new Whitman 
often docs that with real power and at these times the 
freshness and force of his vision can sometimes tnuroph 
over the feeblest and flattest expression of it But it 
was Q continual loss to him that he was not aware 
that flatness and obviousness and ugliness arc blots on 
poetry or that when the blots arc \'ery numerous the 
poetry disappear! This is the side on which he teems 
to ha^ had most and W'orst influence on his tuccessora 
m Amcncan poetry Their language to far as I know 
it IS not often so flat as his is at his wont but it 
IS often ugher than he ever is However for their 
ugliness It it probably not he who bean the chief 
responsibility That comes of the rcvolutionar) phase 
through which the world is passing and also of 
the mcvitable reaction against the moderations and 
dcccnaes of the middle and close of the nineteenth 
century Those very moderations were bom of the 
reaction from the French Re\olution and no doubt 
the present violences in all sorts of art will lead after 
a while to another return to sanity and sobnety 
Meanwhile we need not be too hasty in condemning 
them. A generation that has barely escaped alive 
from the most awful of catastrophes may fairly claim 
indulgence for tome ccccntnatics Whitman had no 
such excuse His audaaties of ugliness were bora 
of hia own wilfulness No doubt they had thar uses 
They certainly helped to set poetry ftre from the 
limited and conventional prettiness of which, before 
him America with other countnes had too much 
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Indeed It IS not they but his ordinariness, his notion 
that poetry can accept anything and that anything 
is poetry, which has had the worst cfFccts in his own 
country Men like Mr. Edgar Lee Masters, Mr. 
Vachcl Lindsay, and otiicrs have a kind of quickness 
of w'lt of v/hich Whitman had little, and they have 
humour of w'hich he had none But of poetty, of w Inch 
he had so much, they have little They arc novel- 
ists or journalists, propagandists or humorists, w'ho 
happen to write sometimes in verse or in something 
wdiich they divudc into lines and mean to be read as 
verse. But poetry proper is the least conspicuous of 
their characteristics. And without Whitman’s poetic 
sense of the world they have often adopted his formless 
methods and, what is tlic present point, his utter 
unawareness of the difference between the language 
and manner of poetry and that of prose When Mr 
Masters, to give one instance, writes — 

If even one of m> bo>s could have run a news-stand, 

Or one of my girls could ha^c married a decent man, 

I should not have \\ alked m tlie rain 
And jumped into bed with clothes all wet, 

Refusing medical aid, 

he seems to me to fail almost completely in tliat 
intensity, one kind or another of which is an essential 
of art His language and mood are tliose of the writer 
or reader of an ordinary news item in the daily paper 
Now it is quite true that poetry can deal with 
occurrences of ^ no greater digmty than those recorded 
m such items . Wordsworth often did, m one 
way, Crabbe m another. Browning in another. And 
recently Mr Masefield, Mr Gibson, and many other 
livmg poets have successfully brought the commonest 
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madcnts into poetry Nor is it absolutely neccftsary 
that the intensification be that of imaginative emotion 
There is the poetry of 

Tbcae other tvro eqmllcd with me in fate 
So were I equalled with them m renown, 

or of 

The moon doth with delight 

L,ook round her when the bcavem are bare, 

and we may agree that this is the highest sort of all 
But there is also the poetry of 

Our generalt now retired to their estate* 

Hsng their old trophic* o er the girden gate* 

In luo s cool evening satiate of applause. 

Nor fond of bleedmg even in Brunrwick ■ cause 

and of the more colloquial 

You thmk this cruel ? Take It for a rule 
No creature imarts so little aa a fool 

or the more familiar still 

I lie the taxes when they’re not too many 
1 Tie a tea-co«l fire when not too dear 
I lie a beefsteak, too as well as any 
Have no objection to a pot of beer 
I lie the weather when it u not rainy 

That is, I lie two month* of every year 
And so Goa tare the Regent, Church, and Km 
Which means that I lie all and everything 

Here the mood is that of the avcr2ge sensual man 
not one whit more above our most ordinary level then 
the mood of Mr Masters s Imc* But the manner I 
Byron a staoTa. is a supreme exhibition of that great 
mystery of art, the mystery which we sec alike m 
Shakespeare and m Jane Austen how art teem* to 
give us juit ordinary life and give* us something 
io very much more mtcresting Byron m Beppo^ 
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FalstafT and Dogbcrr}', Charlc? Musgrovc and Mrs 
Bennct, seem to say nothing that such people would 
not say m life But in life fat men do not talk like 
'Falstaff nor foolish w’omcn like Mrs. Bennet , nor 
do even poets talk like Bjron Art has given to each 
Its ovvn intensification, and to B>ron the particular 
intensification of v'crse which, when it is as bnlliant 
and as transforming as it is here, is allowed the name 
of poetry whatever the matter which it handles, or 
the mood in which it docs the handling But Mr 
Masters has done nothing at all ; neither his incident 
nor his language has gone through any transforming 
process of intensification 7’hcy arc left exactly as 
the man described could have uttered them him- 
self, which means that they are left as dull as a 
photograph, or as the record on the gramophone 
of an actual conversation And so with Whitman , 
it was his central blunder that he supposed that art 
could leave things exactly as they arc and yet make 
art of them And he taught a whole generation of 
young poets to suppose so too But they arc perhaps 
already beginning to find out the truth of what Goeth e 
said long ago Art would never have been called art 
if It had been meant to be the same thing as nature” ^ 

That IS the first of the faults of Whitman’s language 
which we have to admit and clear away before we 
can fully enjoy him — its ordinariness, its meanness 
When he was really poetically moved it no more occurs 
than the jocose vulgarities, which the ordinary Lmcoln 
loved, occur in the Gettysburg speech Directly the 
poetic marriage of emotion and imagmation has taken 
place, the poet goes to meet it with language of greater 
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beauty and finer assoaationfl But he secim to have 
done this qmte uncoruaously and without understand 
mg anything of the rcaaon. of it. His complete ignor 
ance of what he had to do and the laws which govern 
It It shown by his naive defence of his use of the word 
diarrhcca m some of hia hospital poems He says 
that It stands third on the hat of camp diseases It 
would be dangerous to say that a great poet could 
not get such a word successfully mto a poem But 
Whitman of course Could not do iL because he knew 
no thin g of the difficulty and thought that he could 
answer a problem of art by a scientific statement 
l^e second fault of his language is that he ather 
never understood or often disregarded the rules of 
g rammar 1 This IS a much less important matter 
Poets may always defy grammar when greater sigmfi 
cance 18 to be obtamed by domg so But Whitman 
defied it — as Byron docs sometunes — out of sheer 
Ignorance or carelessness, and m places where the 
defiance bnnga no compensation at all and is merely 
disconccrtmg and irritating Nothmg whatever is 
gamed by such crudities as ml myself or 

To te ac h the avenge man the ^ory of hia dally walk and 
trade 

To ticiff in lon^ how exerdae end chemical Ufa are never ^ 
to DO 

To mamu d work for etch and oil to plough hoc dig 

The first is a mere meaningless perversity the second 
Si TEiErt \ti fmfi a veik> whert a veib is 

And his whole method of writing is coramonlv or at 
least very frequently that of a senes of disjomtcd notes 
or jottmgs without any grammatical construction 
A much greater fault, and this is the last I need 
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discuss, IS that Whitman did not know that poctr}' 
cannot be written in half-a-dozen languages at once, 
more especially if the poet knows only one of them. 
No one ever had more than he of that strange pro- 
pensity of the half-educated to drag continually into 
their talk or writing scraps of foreign languages, 
incorrect, misunderstood, misapplied, or at best un- 
necessary and pointless. Happily here again, m his 
very best poems where he is most entirely absorbed 
m the greatness of what he has to say, the instinct of 
genius generally saves him from these ugl} and ridicu- 
lous barbarisms But almost all the long poems, and 
many of the short, are disfigured by such absurdities as 

Me impcrturbc, standing at ease m Nature, 

and 

Aliens ! whoever you are come tra\cl with me I 
Allens 1 from all formulcs, 

and 

Eternal progress, the kosmos, and the modem reports, 
and 

Foremost 1 century marclics 1 Libcrtad 1 Masses ' 

and 

Democracy 1 near at hand to you a throat is now inflating 
Itself and joyfully singing 

Ma femme 1 for the brood beyond us and of us, 

For those who belong here and those to come, 

I esultant to be ready for them will now shalve out carols, 

and 

No dainty dolce affettuoso I 

Even m the middle of the fine Night on the Prairies 
we get 

How plenteous 1 how spiritual ' how rdsum6 1 
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tbo meals and mmutia of dally usages 

tvhflc most ludicrous of all m the most philosopljic 
of his poems as he meant it to be and as Symonds 
thought it the name with which be hails the fourth side 
or Person m his Square Detfic is 

Santa Spinta^ breather life, 

\ Beyond the Lght, bghtcr light 

The truth is that in this as m all other matters only 
knowledge is aware of the difference between itself 
and Ignorance Whitman wrote all languages because 
he knew none 

It IS time to turn from the bricks with which he 
bmlt to the design mto which he worked them from 
his language to his metre Here also his boldness 
did good service to English as well as to Amcncan 
literature Custom left to itself alwaj's tends to 
become a deadening tyranny and it is the busmess of 
gemos to dehver us from it, os afterwards it is the 
busmess of custom, without which all is flux to absorb 
the results of gemus and reassert its own changed 
and mvigorated self Whitman found the poetry of 
America m almost umvcrsal bondage to certam too 
popular metres generally inhcntcd from England 
He began by writing m them himself and wrote 
nothmg of the smallest value Then he swept forward 
to hia sudden and complete dchvcnmcc. And m 
the view of some of his admirers he went from one 
extreme to the other from the worthless poems m 
conventional form whidi he himself would never 
rcpnnt, to recklessly formless poems the formlessness 
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of which he gradually corrected during the rest of his 
life It IS suggested that m his maturer verse he got 
rid of the “ ejaculatory and unrhythmical ” lawlessness 
of his earliest free verse, and disciphncd it to something 
more of definite form, giving it poise, rhythm, and 
something like a standard length of line, “ That work 
once accomplished,” says Mr Emery Holloway, in the 
introduction to his U7icollccted Poetry and Prose of 
Walt Whitman, “ there was a new poetry m Amenca ” 
Now It IS quite true that Whitman gave a new poetry 
to America, and quite true that he could not have given 
it if all his poems had been as formless and lawless 
as some, or a good many, are And it may be true, 
perhaps, that his worst aberrations of form are no 
longer to be found m his latest poems But I doubt 
if that IS more than an accident or a result of decaying 
vigour He was seldom duller, more prosaic, or more 
verbose than in some of the Songs at Parting and Sands 
at Seventy, though the near presence of death kept him 
then from the complacent tnviality of some of the 
poems of his middle age But the artistry imphed 
m the suggestion that he consciously corrected his early 
faults IS inconsistent both with all we know of his 
language in speaking of his work and with his practice 
as seen m it He continued to the very end to wnte 
thmgs like 

Now tnumph 1 transformation 1 jubilate 1 

and 

How cheap is health 1 how cheap nobility ! 

and though the hnes are now perhaps a httle more 
definitely Imes than many of those in the earher poems, 
yet their frequent banahty and the absence m the 
poems of any evidence that he has learnt anythmg, 
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either from his successes or from his failures, disproves 
the suggestion that he was an artist who was gradually 
creating for himself an almost perfect instrument He 
found such an instrument several times many times, 
m his hfc but the hurt that he threw it away again 
shows that he found it imconsaously under the stress 
of a visitation of gemus used it unconsdously and 
unconsciously forgot it. As a rule he seems to have 
supposed that the objections to his ' free way of 
wnting verse such as were expressed not only by 
hostile cntica but by many of his fnends espcaally 
such English friends as Rhys Dowden and Sir Edmund 
Gosse were due to habit and prqudice to a European 
and what he called a feudal tradition That art 
r has any laws or limitations which prove themselves 
\ both by theory and practice was a notion ahen to his 
Iwfaole outlook It is the busmess of gemus to be 
always discovering that withm these limitations things 
can be done which have never yet been done and which 
nobody supposed could be done But that art is not 
—nature, that poetry is not music, nor verse prose 
remam facts with which gemus has to reckon And 
Whitman both by temperament and by the lack of 
education was incapable of rcckomng with anything 
of that kmd Consequently he thought he could 
wntc whatever he liked, and, if he called it verse verse 
it would be It is true that ho did correct and revise 
the rough drafts of his verse, and he sometimes claimed 
to have taken great trouble over improving its Ian 
guage. It is true even, that he had occasional glimpses 
of a severer theory of art In one of his essays he 
dedarea that it is one of the chief acta of art and the 
greatest tnek of literary gemus (which is a higher samty 

u 
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of insanity) to hold the reins firmly not to deny the 
most ecstatic and even irregular moods indeed to 
favour them at the same time never to be entirely 
carried away with them, always feeling, by a fine 
caution, when or wherein to limit or prune them, and 
at such times relentlessly applying restraint and 
negation It would be difficult to desenbe the 
business of art better But most of us get momentary 
glimpses of ideals which we cannot or do not habitually 
practise And Whitman certainly did not habitually, 
or even commonly, act on his pnnciple of holdmg the 
rems firmly. Nearly all his long poems throw the 
reins on to the shoulders of his verbosity, which gener- 
ally proves a very runaway steed 

That is the first of the disadvantages of his free 
verse which, as he practised it, involves no inetric3 
or formal restramt at all We see something of the 
same land m bad blank verse, whether the pseudo- 
magmficent sort of the mutators of Milton or the 
conversational sort of Brownmg ; there is nothing 
m it to stop the poet. .Rhetoncal grandiloquence is a 
tap which, happily, cannot be turned on by everybody, 
but which once turned on never ceases to flow And 
those who have the gift of flowmg talk on thmgs in 
general will find that it flows as easily m blank verse 
as m prose, and that there is not much difference 
between them except the arrangement on the pnnted 
page The thing can, and often does, go on more or 
less for ever This danger of verbosity is of course 
far greater m free verse, where there is not even the 
difficulty of making Imes which are not to depart very 
far from the rule of contaming neither fewer nor more 
than ten syllables And the consequence of that is that 
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most of Whitman s long poems lose themselves m 
words The immense Song of MyseJf^ m some wsyt 
his central poem cotdd not perhaps hare displayed 
as it does the exuberance of his mtereat m all the works 
and ways of all sorts of men if it had been much shorter 
And(i^t capaaty for noticing and enjoymg everythmg 
was one of his chief poetic gifts ) But the poem pays 
a heavy price for displaying it, As a work of art it 
would have gamed immeasurably by the omission of 
thirty or forty of its fifty pages So both 77te Open 
Road and the Song for Occi^^xitumx suffer from the 
dilatio n an d distenti on of an admirable idea The 
primary conception is iUustrated till it becomes m 
tolerably tedious So the ndiculoualy named Salut 
au Monde has a first section of which mne hues begm 
with Who or * What ' a third with eighteen 
hncs beginning with “ I hear and subsequent 
sections have over eighty lines beginning with I see 
Whatever value these phrases may have as substitutes 
for the repetitions of metre is lost long before we escape 
from them And the poem is full of absurd lists of 
peoples mountains nveri, ports and other items 
which a child may get out of a geography book so 
that we find hnea like 

Writ at livorpoob Glstgow Ehiblin, Maraeffles, Lisbon* 
Naples Hamburg aremen* Bordeaux The Hague 
Copenhacen 

No doubt it gave Whitman a naive plctfure as of a 
diild or a peasant* to know such names and set tbern 
down on paper but it gives no pleasure to any one 
even to a duld or a peasant* to go through somebody 
else s geographical exercise book. Metre some stricter 
framework to fit the sdicme mto would have made all 
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this very difficult, if not impossible And it is notice- 
able that the nearer Whitman approaches to regular 
metre the less, on the whole, his work suffers from his 
natural verbosity. 

Here is a typical passage, exhibiting, perhaps, the 
average quality of his free verse, and something at 
any rate not below the average of what he made it say 
It is from the Sofig of the Rolluig Earth 

Whoever you arc 1 motion and reflection arc especially for 
you, 

The divine ship sails the divine sea for you 

Whoever you are I you are he or she for whom the earth is 
sohd and liquid, 

—You arc he or she for whom the sun and moon hang m the 
sky, 

For none more than you are the present and the past. 

For none more than you is immortality 

—-Each man to himself and each woman to herself, is the word 
of the past and present, and the true word of immortality , 
No one can acqmre for another — not one, 

Not one can grow for another — not one 

The song is to the singer, and comes back most to him, 

The teachmg is to the teacher, and comes back most to him. 
The murder is to the murderer, and comes back most to him. 
The theft is to the thief, and comes back most to him, 

The love is to the lover, and comes back most to him. 

The gift is to the giver, and comes back most to him — it 
cannot fail. 

The oration is to the orator, the acting is to the actor and 
actress not to the audience. 

And no man understands any greatness or goodness but his 
own, or the indication of has own 

Now It IS obvious that this is not what is ordmanly 
called verse It is equally obvious, I think, that it is 
not prose It is true that Whitman sometimes treated 
what he wrote both as verse and as prose For m- 
stance, many Imes which appear as verse in By Blue 
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OnUmo s Shore appear also as prose in the preface to 
Leaves of Grass The tenth section of the poem 
begins 

Of thcM Slate* the jpoet i» the equable man, 

Not m him but off trom hrm things are groteaqae, eccentric, 
fail of tbeir foil retuma 

Nothing out of ita place is good, nothing m its place is b*d, 
He b e stow * on ever y object or quality its fit proportion 
neither more nor less 

He is the arbiter of the dircne be is the key 
He is the equalizer of his age and land 
Ho luppbea what vranta supplying he chocki what wants 
r.hi>irt-mg 

The aame words occur as prose in the preface with 
no variation whatever except that of all mankind 
tTikefl the place of of these States eccentric is 
preceded and followed by or sanity appcani 
instead of full returns and there are one or two 
ands m the proac which arc not m the verse. But 
this la of course a confession of failure In the 
preface to his Prometheus Shelley says Nothing can 
■=bc equally well expressed m prose that is not tedious 
and supererogatory m verac And most people 
who read these two passages of Whitman wiU think 
that the prose la more effective than the verse Unless 
verse has quahtiea proper to itself it loses by the 
attempt to escape confessmg itself as prose Mach 
of Whitman makes that attempt and exhibits that 
failure But it would be a mistake to say that that 
particular failure is inherent m his system of free verse. 
When he IS at his best what he writes may perhaps be 
cntioflcd as verse, but it cannot be prmted as prosc- 
Even an average passage like that quoted just now 
from the So7i^ of the RoUtng Earth is not prose 
whatever it is What is it ? What is the law of it, 
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distinguishing it alike from prose and from ordinary 
verse ? 

This is not the place to attempt a discussion of the 
whole question of free verse By far the best short 
statement known to me of its nature and advantages, 
laws and limitations, is that given by Mr Bndges 
in the North American Review for November 1922 
Much of what he says there apphes as well to WHtman, 
whom he does not mention, as to more careful artists 
Mr. Bndges does not concern himself %vith the feehng, 
as of revolt against a bondage, which was at the root 
of the free verse movement, and was especially strong 
in Whitman. The number of syllables in a line or 
of lines m a stanza, the correspondence of rhymes, 
and their appomted distance from each other, all these 
seemed to the enthusiasts of free verse as so many 
chams which the mind of free man could no longer 
bear And to Whitman the chams were made more 
gallmg by the fact that they came from the old culture 
of Europe. The question was, and is, how verse can 
be made \vithout them It was answered that the 
prmciple of free verse was rh3ilim. But that answer 
was obviously not complete, as there is rh3rthm m prose. 
It IS not likely that Whitman ever bought these 
questions out. But his practice, both m its successes 
md m Its failures, confirms the orthodox view that 
(Ae thmg which distinguishes verse rhythm from the 
rhythm of prose is that it repeats itself and creates 
expectation, or, if not expectation, at least echo) This 
is true of all kmds of verse and of no prose. Some 
of the expectations, those of Homer’s hexameter, for 
mstance, and Pope’s couplet and Gray’s elegiac 
quatrain, are caught at once by the plamest reader 
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Others like those of the metres of Pmdar and the Greek 
choniscs arc so elaborately mvolved and concealed 
that for all hut a few scholars they are no longer 
perceptible But the repetiUona which would create 
them if our ears were finer are there, can still be traced 
syllable by syllable and were no doubt easily audible 
to Greeks The pnnaple then is universal ^Where 
there is verse there is some sort of repetition and that 
repetition creates some sort of expectation^ There is 
no art without form and this is the form proper to 
verse Without it ^^th rhythm alone, what we get 
IS not vcnc but pnwe Now the object of free verse 
as we have seen is to escape the bondage of the stricter 
forms of verse which have mdeed often forced all sorts 
of artifigalities, msmccntiea and false notes upon poets 
Tags put m to make up the requmte number of 
syllables, words that do nothmg whatever except 
produce the required riiyme have always been the curse 
and the disgrace of poets Whitman and his friends 
who shook off this bondage were under no temptation 
to commit the crimes which its chmnw forced now and 
then upon the best of those who wore them They 
forced the greatest ortistB all of them at any rate except 
Milton to sm against art they compelled the smccrcst 
poets to deny their own natures It is their fault that 
Tennyson makes the dancers m Maud dance m 
tunc instead of tune it is their fault that he 
makes the wmd of the wes t er n sea go orver the rolling 
waters when what the wife wants it to do is plainly 
not to go but, as the next Ime to come 
over them and bnng back the father to the child 
Coma from the dying moon, and blow 
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It IS again their fault, the fault of the ngidities and 
necessities of rhyme, that Wordsworth, of all men in the 
world, has not once but t^vlce let himself be dnven to 
slander the very brooks ghttermg m the sunshme, which 
were among the things he loved best in the world. It is 
they agam that make Mr. Hardy injure that beautiful 
little poem, The Breaking of Nations, by talkmg of “ a 
maid and her wight ”, because he wanted a rhyme to 
“ War’s annals will cloud mto mght ”. These chains 
were to be broken But how was verse to be kept 
without them ? The poet was now asserting his 
freedom to say exactly what he wished, and in the 
words that most accurately expressed his meamng. 
But how was this to be distmguished from prose ? 
What was to be the unit which was to be repeated and 
to give the sense of verse ? The answer of the “ vers- 
Iibnst”, and the practice of Whitman, so far as his 
verse admits of techmcal defence at all, points to the 
sentence, grammatically and accentually complete in 
itself, as the new umt If you look through Whitman 
you find that what is printed as a hne is always some 
sort of sentence , there is always a grammatical pause 
of some sort, stronger or weaker, at the end of the hne 
Such a Ime as the first Ime of Paradise Lost, 

Of Man’s first disobedience, and the fruit 

IS impossible on Whitman’s system where'^the umt is 
no longer ten syllables but a sentence^. What the 
French call enjamhement, the carrymg on the sense 
from one hne to another, as in the first and second 
hnes of Paradise Lost, never occurs m Whitman. (^The 
question really is how far these successive sentences can 
produce the effect of verse and that means how far 
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they can give a rhythmical repetition and create some 
sort of expectation of what is to come or echo of what 
has come already less stnet and certam no doubt than 
that of the old verse but still one of which the reader 
or hearer is conscious 

While these pages arc bemg wntten the Under 
ground Stations of London exhibit an advertisement 
of a picture, on one side of which is pnnted a verse 
from one of the poems of Mr Badges on the Spring 

Amun tnth pleasant gr e en 
Haa Spnng renewed the wood. 

And where the bare trunla atood 

Are leafy irbcmn aeen 

And ba(i on budding bough* 

Cenoe bird* to court end pair 
Wboac nrol amoroua vow* 

Amaie the *centcd arr 

On the other side is pnnted this 

Bprtng cornea qoiddy 
Ejuth change* ber dreaa 
Move jn*t a* quickly 
If you would *oe it. 

By London • Underground 
Seek the -way out, 

I do not suppose that the composer of these sentences 
believed himself to be writing free verse But he was 
Eadi of the Imcs is complete in itself and even of much 
the same length and in fact his six Imes are no worse 
than some of the free verse which has been senously 
pnnted as poetry and even no worse than the occasional 
wont of Whitman himself But the contrast between 
It and the Badges stanaa illustrates at least one Im 
portant difficulty m free verse When Mr Badges 
wntes as here 

And where, the bare trunk* »tood. 



CHAP 


io6 WALT WHITMAN 

or begins a poem with 

When first we met we did not guess, 

the simphcity of the Imes, their perfect naturalness, 
gets a new charm out of our surpnse that such ordmary 
speech can be fitted into a stnctly regulated rhymmg 
stanza ; and in return its ordmanness (and much 
greater ordmanness, if necessary) is supported and 
ennched by the rhyme and metre. The pleasure of 
Virgil’s hexameter or of Spenser’s stanza floats us 
easily over the inevitably flatter passages m a long 
poem. But the writer of free verse has no such 
support. If he is naked there is nothmg whatever to 
clothe his nakedness. And so the “ If you would see 
it ” of the Underground poet, which might do very 
well m a formal verse, is absolutely flat as he uses it 
and, far from bemg able to help “ By London’s Under- 
ground ”, cannot even save itself from contempt So 
the diction of free verse is really reqmred to be not 
less but more beautiful than that of the old verse, 
because it has renounced the old metrical beauties 
The pleasure of art cannot be the mere pleasure of 
understandmg what the words mean It is a pleasure 
of form, of beauty ; and as free verse sacrifices one 
kmd of beauty it needs all the more of another. So 
when Whitman writes his Reco^hation : 

Word over all, beautiful as the sky. 

Beautiful that war and all its deeds of carnage must m time 
be utterly lost. 

That the hands of the sisters Death and Night incessantly 
softly wash again, and ever agam, this soil’d world , 

For my enemy is dead, a man divine as myself is dead, 

I look where he hes white-faced and still m the cofidn — I draw 
near. 

Bend dovm and touch hghtly with my lips the white face m 
the cofiin — 
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he secure* compensabon for the lost old beauty of the 
regular verses, not only by fine rhythm but by an 
unusual beauty of words such as regular verse might 
qmte possibly have done without But such fine 
choice of language a* this docs not come always to any 
poet, and when it fails him \Vhitinan is left naked 
When Shelley wntes 

Oh I Lore, who to the heart* of wanderme men 
Art IS the aim to ocean 1 weary wove* I 
Justice or truth or joy I those only can 
From slavery and rdigion a labyrinth cavea 
Guide Us a* one clear star the seaman saves 
To give to aH an equal ahare of Rood 
To track the atga of Freedom, though throu^ gravea 
She piss to luffcr til m patient mood 
To weep for Cnme, though itamed with thy friend 1 dearest 
blood, 

he says what he says again and again, and what is in 
no way remarkable as poetry But he is saved from 
prosaic nakedness not memly by hifi insbnct for 
language, but also by that beautiful atanza which gives 
delight whatever it say* There is a mcanmg m that 
beauty which is beyond grammar or logic But when 
Whitman says as he contmually docs much the same 
thmg he ha* no stanza to protect him and the moment 
Inspiration fails him there is nothing whatever left. 
So m the Song of Myself when he has exhausted 
himself with the beautiful hymn to Earth at mght, ho 
falls instantly fiat with *uch stuff a* 

Endlesi unfolding of -word* of iga ! 

And muM a word of the modem, the wood Ea-Af*«e; 

and 

/\ -i ipeik the p«»-wonl pnmonl, I give the sign of democracy 
By God 1 I vrill accept nothmg which all cannot have their 
coronterpart of on the tame termi 
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Or take one of the Songs of Partings where we get still 
closer to Shelley, 

What whispers are these O lands, running ahead of you, 
passing under the seas ? 

Are aU nations communing ? is there going to be but one 
heart to the globe ? 

Is humamty forrmng en-masse? for lo, tyrants tremble, 
crowns grow dim. 

The earth, restive, confronts a new era, perhaps a general 
divme war. 

No one knows what will happen next, such portents fill the 
days and mghts 

The idea of this, the raw matenal of it, is at least as 
full of poetry as Shelley’s stan 2 a , neither, perhaps, 
IS very full of it , but how much more it comes to m 
SheUey’s hands, thanks to his style and, above all, to 
his stanza 1 

To such a cnticism as this no doubt Whitman could 
have rephed that it came of old inherited and “ feudal ” 
prejudices m favour of what he called “ the hit ” 
But two facts, one general and one special to himself, 
are the conclusive answer We are agam and agam 
told by those who knew him that though constantly 
m the habit of recitmg and chantmg poetry, especially. 
It seems, the poetry of Tennyson, he never recited his 
own That, then, is the first proof of the ihfenonty 
of his ordmary verse to the old verse • he himself 
could not recite it. None of his friends would have 
pretended that this came of modesty or of a low 
estimate of his poems What did it come from then ? 
Clearly it came from the fact, the general fact true of 
all free verses, that they are very difficult to learn by 
heart — difficult even at their finest, impossible at their 
worst There may be even a curious imconscious 
commentary on this weakness of his own work in 
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hiB fondness for Tennyson the finest artist among 
ha contemporaries and the easiest to retam m the 
memory, just because nearly always with him m his 
finer things as always with Milton in all the word 
he uses after he has used and placed it, is seen to 
be the cnHj possible word m the only possible place 
Mr Bridges m that study of free verse to which 
allusion has already been made mentions several 
defects inherent m it. But he does not mention this 
the most senoua of all From Homer to Teimyson 
— poetry has always so dehghted ear as well as min d that 
it has instantly set the reader or hearer learning it by 
heart. Few dcaire, and fewer try to get free verse 
by heart and few of those who try succeed. Many 
people have been able to reatc the whole Aenad of 
Vir^ and fifty years ago Mr Brandram could reerte 
a doxen or more of the plays of Shakespeare It is 
safe to say that no one ever has recited or ever will 
rcate the Song of MyseJf which is about as long as 
two books of the Aenetd and less than half the length 
of Hewdet The conclusion which results from all 
this is that by his lawless and all-embracing freedom 
as to subject, language and arrangement of language 
Whitman placedhis poetic genius at a fatal disadvantage 
His faflurea prove that not even gemus save poetry 
alive where there is no choice or distinction of TTwttw 
or manner and where free verso is allowed to become 
verse that has no form at all That he was mtellectiiaUy 
conscious of tfna is unlikely But his practice thows 
that he had at least some sort of unconscious percep- 
tion that , if hi 9 free verso was to be verse at all it most 
make use of devices of its own m substitution for those 
which it discards In all hxs finer moments he eipcn 
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ments with gome sort of formal repetition, however 
loose and indefinable, which more or less perceptibly 
links his sentences together, and does what it can to 
convert them into verses which answer each other 
He has to obtain what he can both of repetition and 
of variety, the double problem of all verse which free 
verse cannot escape. Smce for free verse, as he wntes 
It, the umt is not a Ime but a statement, and since it 
is plam that the sense of repetition cannot be satis- 
factorily gained by repeatmg the statement (though 
Whitman often writes as if he thought it could), there 
must be some repetition of the form of the statement 
His commonest and cheapest way of securmg this is, 
as we saw m the case of Salut au Monde, to repeat some 
opening p^ase like “ I see ”, or, as m the same poem, 
the smgle word “ You ”, which begms some twenty 
or thirty consecutive hues , or “ I will ”, which begms 
many Imes m Starting from Paumanok So, m other 
poems, he uses the device of closmg each section with 
the same Ime, as “ Be thou my God ” in Gods, or 
makes the last hne repeat the first as in By the Bivouac’s 
Fitful Flame He has also apparently a sort of general"! 
rule that the sentence which is to be the substitute 
for a Ime must not be longer than can be said at one 1 
breath, though this rule is certainly not always strictly 
followed. The long sentences which fill up Milton’s 
“ planetary wheelmgs ” are impossible for Whitman 
just because his unit is the sentence and, if it is long, 
has no verse structure to save it from seemmg and 
mdeed becommg mere prose And m his hands this 
m fact often happens. Besides, the repetition is too 
httle felt to create enough of the required expectation : 
without either rhyme or any rule as to the number of 
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syllables the correspondence is too ragged and iin 
certain So though hi* verse u always (or almost 
always) free he often gives it a more defimte form 
than this mere return of sentence xipon sentence For 
instance, the third and seventh poems in the section 
called Inxcnptxom with which Leaves of Grass begins 
are both m stania fomn In Cabtn d Shsps at Sea has 
three stanzas each containing eight lines and Eidolons 
has twenty-one four line stanzas And the first, partly 
for that reason is certainly the finest of the Inscription s 

>/ In cabtn d ship* at tea. 

The botmdlesa blue cm every side erpending 
With 'whislhns trinda and munc cxI the waves the large 
nnpenoua waves 

Or aotne lone bark buoy’d on the dense manne. 

Where joyoos full of faith, spreading white sails 
She cleaves the ether nud the sparkle and the foam of day or 
under many a star at night. 

By sailoTs young and (}ld ha]^y will I a reminlsceDce of the 
land, oe rc^. 

In full nppoct at last. 

Hire are owr thoughts voyt^trf ihottghis 
Here not the land, Jim Iwid^ alone appears may then by them 
be said 

Tha lAy o trarcha hart, sm fctl the tmbdatmg deck heneath 
ourfeat. 

Weftel the umg pulsation^ ebb and flow of endless motion^ 

The tones of umten ntystery the vapu and sxat suggestions qf 
the &rfny world, the bqtad flotstng sylUAles 
The perfume thefaatt ertahing of the cordage the melancholy 
rhytkeu 

The boiatdless vista and the horieonfar and &n are aU here 
And this u ocean s poesru 

Then falter not O bocA, fulfil yoor destiny 
"Yesi not a Tenfimacence of the land alone 
You too as a kme bark desving the ether pmrpos d I kmrw 
not whither yet ever full of fartVi, 

Consort to every thm that saQa sail you I 
Bear forth to them folded my love, (dear marmeia for vnu I 
fold h here fax every leaf ) 



JI2 


WALT WHITMAN 


CHAP 


Speed on my book ! spread your white sails my little bark 
athwart the impenous waves, 

Chant on, sail on, bear o’er the boundless blue from me to 
every sea. 

This song for manners and all their ships 

This use of the stanza, in a more or less defimtely 
fixed form, is found many times as one goes on m the 
book For instance, the well-known poem Pioneers f 
O Pioneers f consists of twenty-six four-lme stanzas. 
I There is no rh)mie, and neither the number of syllables 
{ nor the number of stresses m the correspondmg hnes 
: m each stanza is by any means always the same But 
'still the stanza has a perceptible form which repeats 
' Itself and creates the regular expectation of verse, the 
first and fourth hnes bemg short throughout, of three 
or four stresses and six to eight syllables, while the 
second and third hnes, though agam of no exact 
length, are about twice as long as the first and fourth 
So when we get to the Drum-Taps y the fruit of the war 
which he himself said gave to his poetic gift “ a sudden, 
vast, terrible, direct, and mdirect stimulus ”, we find 
that many of them are m stanzas, and that some of 
them are admittedly among the dozen or half-dozen 
finest thmgs he ever wrote For mstance, the beautiful 
Dirge for^two Veterans is written m stanzas very like 
those of Pioneers. The poem m itself is incomparably 
fine ; and few will doubt that it owes part of its fehcity 
to the defimteness of its form, which tends to preserve 
Whitman from lapses mto the garrulous prose which 
disfigures so much of his free verse. 

The last sunbeam 

Lightly falls from the fimsh’d Sabbath, 

On the pavement here, and there beyond it is lookmg, 
Down a new-made double grave 



IV WHITMANS LANGUAGE AND METRE 113 


Lo the moon tocending 
Up from the cast the silvery round moon 
B^tiful over the house-tops ghastly phantom moon. 
Immense and aHent moon 


I see a sad procession 

And I hear the sound of commc fuU-kcy’d baglca 
All the channels of the city sli ce Is they're fiooding 
As -mth voices and with tears 


I Hi-wr the great dninls poundmg 
And the srruin drums steady wh irrin g 
And every blow of the great conrulaivo drums. 
Strikes Tne through and through. 


For the son is brought with the fsther 
(In the foremoat rahka of me fierce assault they fell 


Now nearer blow the bugles. 

And the drums strike more convuliiTe 
And tbe dsyhght o cr the pavement quite has &ded 
And the stroog dead march enwraps me. 


In the eastern sky up-buoying 
The sorrowful vast phantom moves ulumin d 
(‘Tn some mother s Urge transparent face 
In heaven brighter growing ) 


O strong dead march vou please me 1 
O moco immense with Tpur nlvery fticc you soothe me I 
O my soldiers twain 1 O my veterans passing to bunal I 
What I hare I also give you. 

The moon gives you Ugh^ 

And the bu^es and tbe drums give you music 
And my heart, O my soldiers my veterans 
My heart givea you love 


Thia whole poem evea if it stood alouc aad 
even Its last stanza aJone, would be cnougfa to prove 
that Whitman when finely touched could be not 
only a master of rhythm and music but also a 
master of metre itself even of a metre which can 

r 
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almost be called regular. The greatest of all his 
lyiics, one of the greatest, I think, m the English 
language, is also m stanzas, though somewhat freer 
than these : the famous song m the Memories of Presi- 
dent Lincoln, “ Come lovely and soothing death 
And the less successful O Captain f my Captain ! 
IS not merely in very definite stanza form, but actually 
of the eight lines of its stanza all but two rhyme 
Still somehow the poem, though not a failure, scarcely 
shows Whitman at his best, in spite of its subject 
and Its evident sincerity. For one thing it contains 
a deplorable piece of reporter’s language — for you 
bouquets and ribbon’d wreaths ” — ^\vhich looks as if, 
sincere as it certainly is, it was not written in a moment 
of strong emotion And perhaps the metneal scheme 
IS a little too stnet for Whitman’s genius to be at home 
in Certainly the internal rhymes in which he has 
indulged. 

The port is near, the bells I hear, 

and 


From fearful trip the victor ship. 


do not come very happily off. On the whole the poem, 
though not undeservedly one of his best known, 
scarcely achieves the felicity suggested by its fine 
begmmng . 

O Captain 1 my Captain' 

and touched again by tlie four hnes with which it ends * 

Evult O shores, and nng O bells I 
But I with mournful tread, 

Walk the deck my Captam lies. 

Fallen cold and dead 


It is not merely the “ bouquets ” and that ungram- 
matical “ lies ” which cause irntation or disappoint- 
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ment it 13 a sometlung artificifll into "which the secret 
of Whitman will not go So when m The Stnger m 
the Pmoriy one of the Autumn RxvuleUy he mtroduoes 
a hymn sung to convict* the hymn which is metrically 
perfectly regular, is also m other respects like an 
ordinary hymn and not at all like Whitman There 
IS nothmg whatever of him m such a stanra as 

A loul confined by b*r» and bands 

Cnes help 1 O help I and WTingi her hands 

Blinded her eye* bleeduiR her breast 

Nor pardon finda nor balm of rest. 

(^e truth seem* to be that Whitman could not ei 
press himself m any stnctly defined metre with rcmlar 
fixed rhymes or even a fii^ number of syllables 1 He 
did not know that such metneal schemea arc m the 
hand of artists methods of cipresamg what cannot be 
expressed in any other way Not knowmg that he 
never tried to learn how to use them and never used 
them with success In fact as this hymn and his 
youthful poems show when he does use them he is 
not himself at all but a commonplace versifier This 
cxpenencc of failure no doubt confirmed the judgement 
of his ignorance And both were further confirmed 
by his pohtical faith m freedom and(his temperamental 
tendency to identify freedom with defiance of laws 
and precedents and of all things and persons estab 
hshed and authontattve^ And the result was that he 
bemg what he was was mevitably led to the oppoeito 
extreme so that m that mood writing what knows no 
law even of rhythm and stdl less of metre and submits 
to no choice of language he insists on calhng it verse 
and persuades himself that it u the verse of Amenca 
of democracy and of the future But his frequent 
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moods of extreme experiment were failures as complete 
or almost as complete as his rare moods of legalism 
and conventional strictness. In his poems in regular 
metre he altogether fails to secure the variety without 
which regular metres become mechanical, a “ clock- 
work tmtmnabulum of rhyme ”, as Cowper said of 
the imitators of Pope In his freest verses he fails 
to give any impression of form at all. The language 
of his regular verse tends to become prosaic and con- 
x’’entional ; that of his freest verse is apt to be a succes- 
sion of false notes and discords [He himself is apt 
to be tiresome and absurd when altogether free, and 
merely dull when following precedents His successes • 
he m the ivide field between the hymn just quoted and ' 
the poems of “ barbaric yawp ”. The finest of all. 
It can scarcely be doubted, are a few lyrics like the 
” Come lovely and soothing death ”, where the form, 
though very free, is quite definite and perceptible 
But there are many, almost equally successful, 
which have no immediately obvious metneal scheme 
Yet when read aloud they are felt to have not merely 
rhythm, which good prose has, but something of tliat 
echoing but varying repetition, the same and not 
the same, which, a defect in prose, is the essence 
and glory of verse If Whitman’s freer verse can 
scarcely be said often to create that complete expecta- 
tion which IS sometimes called the distinguishing 
quahty of verse, it does provide ^ sense of , echo , 
rhythm answered by rhythm, which is tlie same tiung 
looked at from the other side If it scarcely looks 
forward it never, m the more successful poems, fails 
to look backward That is to say, it forms a kind 
of pattern in which one part, very loosely and freely. 
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no doubt but BtiU perceptibly corresponda to the 
other 

And now, let me end this diacussion of Whitman’s 
theory and practice what he tned to do where he 
faded and where he succeeded by quoting one or 
more of the thmga m which the poet m him after 
whatever conscious or unconsaous seekings found 
fit utterance and perfect form for the thing he had 
to say There arc enough of them to make at least 
a small volume though euch a volume would not 
be fairly Teprcscntativc of Whitman, whose gemus is 
often most viably present when it is shining fitfully / 
through a cloud of formless verse and featureless 
language But we arc now concerned with the whole 
[^oems m which there is a true marriage of matter 
and form*) They are of all sorts There are the hues 
which provide such a true ending to QJnldren o f Adam 
and make a cunoua kind of link between Mdton and 
Whitman 

As Adsm early in the morning 

Walkmg forth from the bower refresh d with sleep 

Behold mo where I pass, bear my voice approach 

Touch mo touch the palm of your hand to my body os I pass 

Bo not afraid of my body 

There is Riddle Sqn^ and capccially those five 
hnca of a mctricaTschcme somewhat similar to that of 
those just quoted, where after lookmg for that which 
eludes this verse and any verse which you and I 
and all pursuing ever ever miss , he scema to come 
nearest to finding it 

In looka of fair unconscious babes 
Or strangely m the coffin d dead 
Or show of breaking dawn or start by nighty 
As some dissolving delicate film of dreams 
Hiding yet hngermg 



ii8 WALT WHITMAN cil\p 

There are pure lyrics like the Tears of the Sea at 
Night, ^ one of his half-dozen finest things, uhich 
I reserve for later quotation , or, again, like the 
Song of the Rcdzvood Tree, dying in California as men 
with axes and chains crowd in upon its ancient silence , 
dying and chanting “ its death-chant ”, 

Farewell my brethren, 

Farewell O earth and sky, farewell ye neighboring waters 
My time has ended, my term has come 


You untold life of me. 

And all you venerable and innocent joys, 

Perennial hardy life of me with joys 'mid ram and many a 
summer sun, 

And the white snows and night and the w ild w inds , 

O the great patient rugged joys, my soul’s strong joj's 
unreck’d by man, 

(For Imow I bear the soul befitting me, I too ha\ e conscious- 
ness, identity, 

And all the rocks and mountains have, and all the earth,) 
Joys of the life befitting me and brothers mine. 

Our time, our term has come 

So, again, the successes include incidents or stones 
hke the beautiful Sight m Camp, which, unlike the 
Redwood Tiee, can be given as a whole, complete and 
perfect, not losing itself as the song of the tree does 
in incongruous rhetonc and declamation 

A sight in camp m tlie daybreak gray and dim, 

As from my tent I emerge so early sleepless. 

As slow I walk in the cool fresh air the path near by the 
hospital tent, 

Three forms I see on stretchers lying, brought out there 
untended lying, 

Over each the blanket spread, ample browmish woolen 
blanket, 

Gray and heavy blanket, folding, covering all 


^ Quoted page i66 
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Curiottt I hilt and tilent atand 

Then with light fingers I from the face of the ncarcit the first 
just lift the blJdaket 

Who ire you elderly mm so gaunt and gnm with weU-gray’d 
hmr and fiesh lU sunken about the eyes ? 

Who are you my dear comrade ? 

Then to the second I step — and who are you my child and 
dsHmg ? 

Who arc you sw e e t boy with chocks yet blooming ? 

Then to the third — a face nor child nor oW, very r«lm as of 
beautiful yellow white ivory 

Young Tinmn I think I know you — I thmk this face IS the face 
of the Christ himself. 

Dead and divine and bromcr of alh and here again be hea 
Ono cannot analyse, still leas can one measure these 
metres , but one hears them with the ear perhaps with 
more than the ear They abundantly prove what a true 
poet can do worting m a freedom which would once 
have been thought fatal It is not fatal But aa we have 
seen, it la more than difficult it la dangerous It would 
bo cunoua to esamme some of the many poems in 
which Whitman handles subjects recalling the work 
of other poets who write m atnet metre and compare 
the old law with the new hberty The results would 
not I think show the balance always in clinin g m the 
same direction Take Whitman b^_ Me I O Life I 


O me 1 O life I of the questaoni of these recurring 

Of the endless trains of the of cities fiUM with the 

fooliiin 

Of rays^ foretrer reproaching myidf (for who more foolish 
.jthan I and who more fa ithless ?) 

Of eywTSt vamly crave the Tight of the objects mean, of the 
Btrug^ ever reuew d 

Of the poor resuhi of all, of the plodding gnd sordid cro wd s 
1 see around me. 

Of the empty and useless years of the rest, with the rest me 
intertwine^ 

The question O roe 1 so sad recurring — What good amid 
these, O me O life ? 
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Answer 

That you arc here — that life exists and identity , 

That the powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a 
verse 

This has some resemblance to Shelley’s 

O world 1 O life 1 O time 1 
On whose last steps I climb 
Trcmbhng at that where I had stood before , 

When will return the glory of your prime ? 

No more — oh, never more 1 

Out of the day and night 
A joy has taken flight , 

Fresh Spnng, and Summer, and Winter hoar. 
Move my famt heart with gnef, but with delight 
No more — oh, never more 1 

Perhaps the resemblance is not much more than 
verbal, and that confined to the opemng words Yet 
they are both laments (though Whitman character- 
istically enough cannot end with a lament) over the 
disappointment and disillusion of hfe. Here, as else- 
where, Shelley is in a world he does not imderstand , 
he cannot account for his dissatisfaction or say what 
It IS that he misses, what the joy was or why it is no 
longer Whitman, on the other hand, here, as else- 
\vhere — ^it is at once his hmitation and his strength — 
Iknows exactly what gives him pleasure and what pain, 
and his pam hke his pleasure has no ungenerous birth 
The httle poem has sjunpathy in it as well as sorrow ; 
and the sms and failures which make the sorrow are 
not outside hun hke the mystenous something wluch 
has killed Shelley’s joy , they are, in part at least, 
within him and his own Yet, while Whitman’s poem 
hardly lives at all m the memory, Shelley’s is one of the 
most haunting lyrics m the English language Why 
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1* that ? Partly because Shelley’s has so much of the 
umvcraal m it , if any poem escapes into the infinite 
this docs Bet also as much or more — and this is 
the point that concerns us here — because of that 
extraordinary music of Shelleys wxinderful stanza, 
a mime ^vhich like all mime refuses to give a full 
account of itself — what charm in words ? A charm 
no words could give — and jet, being a music of 
words which have an accepted mcamng and not of 
notes or sounds which have none, allow* of some 
guesses at the way of its working It is rash to venture 
them perhaps almost profane And such guessing 
explanations arc necctsanly prose feeUng after what 
no prose can grasp Yet can we doubt that some 
small part at any rate of the cxprcssii eness of the 
poem hes m the thnee repeated sigh with which it 
begins , and m the slow length of the third Ime where 
the lament seems to drag itself out and its strength 
spent, come m wearmess to a pause after which — 
for it is a pause which bnngs no rest — the fourth hnc 
cchomg the first and second has to ask the question 
whidi explains their sigh and the fifth, echoing the 
third and doublc-^echoing itself to give the answer of 
ita hopelessness The same thing of comae with 
variations may be seen m the second stanza, where the 
hangmg and Imgenng sadness of the third Ime makes 
it perhaps the most expressive of all And what 
wonderful effect is got out of the internal rhyme in 
No more — oh nevermore Three poets of the nine 

tcenth century have built poems round those words 
But how poor and trivial Poe a never more seems 
when put m comparison with the grave, sculptured 
beauty of Tennyson s Ask me no more ’ or, more 
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dangerous still, when we are fresh from hstemng to 
the passionate and poignant music of this Ime of 
Shelley’s ! 

On the other hand, if we recall Hood’s One More 
Unfortunate or^Browmng’s Apparefit Failure and com- 
pare them with Whitman’s City Dead-House, one feels 
that perfect freedom has enabled Whitman’s gemus to 
express itself with a simphcity. unknown to Brownmg, 
and has helped him to keep clear of the echoing 
sentimentahty of Hood I do not wish to speak 
contemptuously of Hood’s poem But is there any 
poem in our language m which mere emotion has 
left so httle room for anything beside itself ? Is 
there any m which rhyme has played so many and 
such tiresome tricks ? Browmng’s is of course a much 
finer thing, with all his cleverness and wit playmg 
roimd, but not conceahng, the sincerity of his S 3 nnpathy 
But here, again, rhjnne has its sms to answer for 
And the rather gay and easy stanza seems hardly the 
fit measure, or jesting the fit mood, for such an expen- 
ence m such a place Whitman will bnng no tears 
as Hood easily may it is not the finest poetry that 
IS qmckest at domg that , and of course he cannot 
be learnt by heart as either of the others easily can 
But there will be some who will find that though they 
cannot carry his hues away m their memories, yet 
they can carry an impression of great-hearted tender- 
ness and perfect simphcity, beyond anythmg in Hood 
or even Browning, and perhaps partly due to the 
freedom of the verse which has no need to say one word 
more or less than what the poet exactly felt. Here 
is the poem , Whitman never wrote anjrthing more 
characteristic of himself 
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By thc'aty dead house by the gate 
Aj idly Komtenng wending my way from the clangor 
I cirnouj pause for lo tm outcast form, a poor dead prostitute 
broughtj 

Her corpse they deposit undaim d it lies on the damp bnck 
pavement 

The dmne womans her body I see the body I look on it 
tlone 

That house once full of passion and beauty oil else I notice not 
Nor stdlnesa to cold nor pi nning water from faucet nor 
odors 'inorbific impress me 

But the house alone— that wondrous house — that delicate 
fair house — that rum 1 

That nnmoTtal bouse more than all the rows of dweHings 
ever built I 

Or white-domed capitol with muJestic figure surnxmnted or 
all the bigh-«pircd cathedrals 
That littlo house alone more than them oil — poor desperate 
house I 

Fair, fearful vvi e ck — tenement of a soul — itself a soul 
Unclalm d. avoided bouse— take one breath from my 
tremulous lips 

Take one tear di^t aside as I go for thought of you 
Dead house of love — house of madness and sin crumbled 
crush (L 

House of life, ercwhfle talking and laughmg — but ah poor 
hoose, dead even then, 

Mondis,^^eaii an echoing garnish d house — but dead dead 

Or one might compare Whitman s To a Locomotwc 
tn Waiter with Carduca b AUa Stamone m which 
that great master both of poetry and of metneal form 
almost rivals Whitman m the modermty and detail 
whidi ho mtroducca mto his picture of the train on 
a dark November morning Or again there la 
Whitman s Old tone Sea figfU m the Song of Myself ^ 
so cunoualy^ like 'i ennyson’s Revenge and so utterly 
u nlik e It is something of the same story, and the 
two poets put something of the same spint mto the 
tellmg of it but there the parallel ends From the 
first line to the last there is a stanng contrast between 
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the rough vigour and veracity which is all that 
Whitman has of his own to give to his story and the 
consummate art — rhytlim, music, metre, suggested 
memories and associations — ^which make Tennyson’s 
poem as vigorous as Whitman’s and yet a miracle of 
continuous felicities The last section of each \\ill be 
enough to mark the contrast Whitman’s final picture 
IS full of vivid reality and tender smeenty It has not 
much music and little power of suggesting anythmg 
beyond what it says. But there is a genius in the 
almost physical closeness of its embrace of the scene 
which the greatest poet in the world might envy 

Stretch’d and still lies the midnight, 

Two great hulls motionless on the breast of the darlmcss, / 
Our vessel riddled and slowly sinking, preparations to pass 
to the one we have conquer’d, 

The captain on the quarter-deck coldly giving his orders 
through a countenance white as a sheet. 

Near by the corpse of the child that ser\'’d in the cabm, 

The dead face or an old salt with long white hair and carefully 
curl’d whiskers. 

The flames spite of all that can be done flickering aloft and 
below, 

^ The husky voices of the two or three officers yet fit for duty, 

’ Formless stacks of bodies and bodies by themselves, ^dabs of 
1 flesh upon the masts and spars, ) 

Cut of cordage, dangle of rigging, slight shock of the soothe 
of waves, 

Black and impassive guns, litter of powder-parcels, strong 
scent, 

A few large stars overhead, silent and mournful shining. 
Delicate smffs of sea-breeze, smells of sedgy grass and fields by 
the shore, death-messages given m charge to survivors. 
The hiss of the surgeon’s knife, the gnawing teeth of his sa\v. 
Wheeze, duck, swash of falling blood, short wild scream, and 
long, dull, tapenng groan, 

These so, these irretrievable 

Does not Ruskm argue somewhere, when talkmg of 
the landscape backgrounds and distances of Itahan 
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pictiires that all great art keeps a window open to 
infinity ? Certainly there is something of that kind 
m the conclusions of many of the greatest poems of 
all ages But that last Ime of Whitman s, so stiff and 
prosaic^ IS almost like a shuttmg of those doors of the 
imagination which poetry likes to keep opem It is 
m strange contrast with the infimtc suggestion of the 
beautiful hnc with which Tennyson ends his story 
of the httle ship and her wonderful fight and defeat 
more glonoufl than victory 

And they m»nn d the Revenge with a awarthier oben crew 
And away ab« uB d with her lot* and long d for her own 
When a wind from the landt they hod nun d awoke from 
ilecp 

And the water began to heave and the weather to moan 
And or ever that evening ended a great gale blew 
And a wave IHm the wave that u roited by on earthquake 
grew 

TUI It smote on their hulls and thar aaQs and their masts 
and their flogs 

And the whole tea plunged and fell on the shot-ahatter d 
navy of Spam 

And the little Revenge hcnelf went down by the 1*1 and crags 
To be lost evermore m the rnain. 

~^Icrc at least there can be no doubt Whitman 8 poem, 
for all Its fine gifts cannot compare with Tennyson s 
which has as much to say as Whitman s to the eye and 
to the heart and a hundred tunes more to the ear and 
the memory and the imagination It is altogether an 
incomparably richer and finer achievement 

A more doubtful parallel might be that between 
Mr (Ralph Hodgsoi^ splendid Song of Honour and 
the many poems in which Whitman ha^ a similar 
vision of all the earth and all the men upon it and all 
thar domgs and suffenngs Here is Mr Hodgson s 
poem 
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I heard them both, and Oh I I heard 
The sonp of cverv sin^ini' bird 
That sinps beneath the sk>, 

And with the song of lark and wren 
The sons of mountains, moths and men 
And seas and rainbows mc ! 

• 

The song of men, all sorts and kinds, 

As many tempers, moods and minds 
As leaves arc on a tree. 

As many faiths and castes and creeds, 

As many human bloods and breeds 
As in the w'orld ma> be 

And here is \Wiitinan . part of Salul an Monde ! 

What do you hear Walt W’’hitman ? 

I hear the worlonan singing and the farmer's wife singing, 

I hear m the distance the sounds of children and of animals 
early in the day, 

I hear emulous shouts of Australians pursuing the w’lld horse, 

I hear the Spanish dance with castanets m the chestnut shade, 
to the rebeck and guitar, 

• • 

I hear the Hebrew reading his records and psalms, 

I hear the rhythmic myths of the Greeks, and the strong 
legends of the Romans, 

I hear the tale of the divine life and bloody death of the 
beautiful God the Christ, 

I hear the Hindoo teaching his favorite pupil the loves, w ars, 
adages, transmitted safely to this day from poets who 
wrote three thousand years ago 

What do you see Walt Whitman ? 

Who are they you salute, and that one after another salute > ou ? 

I sec a great round wonder rolling through space, 

I see duTunute farms, hamlets, rums, graveyards, jails, 
factories, palaces, hovels, huts of barbanans, tents of 
nomads upon the surface, 

I see the shaded part on one side where the sleepers are 
sleepmg, and the sunlit part on the other side, 

I see the curious rapid change of the light and shade, 

I see distant lands, as real and near to the inhabitants of them 
as my land is to me , 
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1 ICC male and female everywhere 
I *ee the tcrenc brotherhood of philoiophs 
I »ec the conitructlvencM of my race 

1 ICC the rctulti of the pcr»cvcT»ncc and indiutry of my nee 
I ICC ninki colon, bar ba r m m oNilttaiJoni 1 po omonp 
them I mix in^ucnmhiaicly. 

And I lalute all the mhabitanti of the earth 

There can of counc be no question as to tthich is, 
and I think altvajrs wiU be, the more popular of these 
t\To The hit which Whitman despised never 
will be and never ought to be despised bj most lovers 
of poctij And it IS not only that Mr Hodgson gives 
more pleasure he also givxs, at any rate at first the 
impression of bang much more moved than ^Vhlt^lan 
And Whitman obvnously sufTcrs from the monoton) 
produced by the unit of his verse bang the statement 
He gets none of the vanety which even Mr Hodgson 
who here uses his opportumtics very httic can get 
by continumg his statement from one line to another 
^VhltInan cannot talk of 

The tong of beggan when they throw 

The crust of pity alt men owe 

To hungry iparrowi In the snow 

Nor has Whitman any of the vanety which even in so 
mctncally simple t poem os The Song of Honour comes 
of the eternal counterpomt between the pattern and 
Its vanations, between the metneal stress which should 
fall on the second fourth sixth and aghth syllables 
and IS bang contmually deflected on to the first or third 
or fifth There is indeed very httle m Mr Hodgson 
of the mtneate and beautiful art of Virgil and Milton 
playmg backwards and forwards between metre and 
stress, the art which Is always bang destroyed by 
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people who insist on reading verse as if the accents 
must always be m the same position, and so, for 
mstance, spoil the first hne of Paradise Lost by putting 
an accent on “ and ” and none on “ first But m 
the nature of thmgs, there can be nothmg whatever 
of that art m a poem whose unit is the statement or 
sentence. So far Whitman is a great loser by the 
comparison But there is perhaps another side to 
It He has no need to say an)^thmg which he does not 
exactly mean . no need to find rhymes or ornaments 
or to force pomts Mr. Hodgson’s is a fine poem , 
no one doubts that But do we not get a little tired 
of those rapturous octosyllabics before the end, partly, 
no doubt, because the poet vanes them so httle ? And 
do not the continual alhterations — sense and soul ”, 
“ burmng brush for Beauty’s sake ”, “ sole, selfless, 
boundless, blmd ” — get a httle more contmual than 
we care about ? And are not the rhymes rather 
obvious throughout ? And do we not more than once 
find words which, too plamly, were chosen by rhyme 
and not by the poet, as, for mstance. 

The music of a lion strong 

That shakes a hill a whole night long, 

or 

And many a song as wondrous well 
With pangs and sweets intolerable, 

From lonely hearths too gray to tell — 

where “ well ” hke “ strong ” does nothmg for us 
except provide a rhyme. 

From all these thmgs Whitman is dehvered by lus 
perfect freedom. And, though no one could repeat 
his poem by heart as scores of people, one may be sure, 
can repeat Mr Hodgson’s, though his has so little 
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form that it is hard to say whether it can ultimately 
rank as poetry or art at all yet there is a simphgty 
and smccnty yes and a vision too m it which la 
strangely moving when we have grown accustomed 
to Its n^edncas That poetry can stnp itself of form 
qmtc 80 nakedly as Whi tman does here I do not behcve, 
Salut au Monde and its fellows will probably remain 
daring experiments which failed and arc forgotten 
except by the curious But they were it seems to 
me cxpemncntB worth makmg and have shown the 
way to a ftecdom which can give birth to art Perhaps 
only by this violence and extravagance could the old 
fnr mni monotomcs have been succcsafiilly challenged 
HTic soldier dies who Trinkcs the first breach in the wall 
tout the fort is earned Whitman sent in the Seng 
of Myielf and this Salui and some others to make 
his breach They may die of it. Certainly they arc 
badly wounded. But Whitman himself could follow 
with such lyncs as those wo have been quotmg And 
they will not die Nor will either the liberty of spmt 
or the freedom of art which were the essence of 
Whitman ever wholly die however ignorant or con 
fused or extravagant were many of his manifestations 
of both 
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CHAPTER V 


A WALK THROUGH “ LEAVES OF GRASS ” 

Whitman lived to be over seventy, but his whole 
poetic production can be got into a volume much 
smaller than would contain ^e whole of Shelley, who 
died before he was thirty, (^d much of Whitman’s 
whole IS rather of autobiographical than of poetic 
interest.^ Many poets, perhaps most, would gam in 
our crowded world by being known only through 
selections where their best stands free of the obstruc- 
tion and offence of their worst And that is truer 
of no one than of Whitman Those who have httle 
time to give to him are likely to get lost in a complete 
volume, and to miss the thmgs which they might have 
taken to themselves as an enduring part of their hves. 
For them a selection is certainly the right form in 
which to possess him. But for those who attempt, 
as we are attemptmg here, anythmg like a special study 
of him, a selection is not enough If we are to know 
the man as well as the poet, if we are to get an msight 
mto his mmd as well as his art, the strength of each 
and the weakness of each, then we want all that he 
dehberately gave to the public as the work and outcome 
of his hfe 

The object of this chapter is tq mqet, so far as may 
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be the needs of both these classes of readers I 
propose in It to go bncfly through each of the sections 
into which 'Whitman divided his Learxs of Grass and 
while saying something of the general content of each 
section and not confining myself to the notice only 
of the best thmgs, to quote at least the names or first 
Imcs of all that seem to me the finest poems, and so 
do what can be done in this WTiy for those who arc not 
prepared to face the whole book till some one has cut 
for them a path through its jungle And first a word 
about the famous title Leaves of Grassy one of the 
happiest of the poet s inspirations One of his 
biographers seems to assert that it came to him as part 
of the more or less mystic experience which he went 
through one raid-summer mommg after his return 
from New Orleans That may be so though he docs 
not himself say so m the cunous passage of the Song 
of Myself which first desenbes what he suddenly felt 
on that transparent summer mommg as he lay 
' loafing ” on the grass and then goes on to give a 
whole section of the poem to answermg the question 
** What IS the grass ? with which its first line opens 
He tells usThat 

Swiftly arote tod spread trouod me the peace tod knowledffo 
that past tU the argument of the earth 
And I know that the h an d of God is the promise of my own 
And I know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own 
And thst sU the men ercr bom tre also my brothers, ckI the 
women my sisters and lovers^ 

And thst t kelson of the crestion ts lore 

And UmitlesS are leaves stiff or drooping m the fields. 

And brown ants in the little wells beneath them. 

And mossT scabs of the worm fence heap d atones elder 
mullein and poke-weed 

And then he continues 
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A child said What is the grass ^ fetching it to me with full 
hands , 

How could I ans^^c^ the child ? I do not know \\hat it is 
any more than he 

I guess It must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful 
green stuff woven 

Or I guess It IS the handkerchief of the Lord, 

A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt, 

Bearing the owner’s name somewav m the corners, that we 
may see and remark, and say Whose ? 

Or I guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the 
^ vegetation 

^ Or I guess It IS a uniform hieroglyphic. 

And It means. Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow 
zones. 

Growing among black folks as among white, 

Kanuck, Tuckahoc, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the 
same, I receive them the same 

And now it seems to me(^e beautiful uncut hair of graves 

Tenderly will I use you curling grass, 

It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men. 

It may be if I hadTriown them I would have loved them. 

It may be you are from old people, or from offspnng taken 
soon out of their mothers’ laps 
And here you are the mothers’ laps 

This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old 
mothers. 

Darker than the colorless beards of old men. 

Dark to come from under the famt red roofs of mouths 

0 I perceive after all so many uttenng tongues. 

And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths 
for nothing 

1 wash I could translate the hmts about the dead young men 

and women. 

And the hints about old men and mothers, and the offsprmg 
taken soon out of their laps 

What do you think has become of the young and old men ? 
And what do you think has become of the women and 
children ? 
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They are alive and well aomrwhere. 

The unalleat rprenit ihowB there ib really no death 
And if ever thOT waa it led forward life and does not wait at 
the end to arreat it, 

And cea* d the moment life appear d 

AH goea onw ard and outward, nothing coHapaea 
And to die la different from what any one nippoaed and 
lucHer 

Something of all this waa no doubt m hia min d when 
he choae his title something which ho puts m another 
way when he says later on I beheve a leaf of grass 
—IS no leas than the journey work of the stara And 
never was title amcercr outcome of a poet a faith 
But it must also have earned with it for him humbler 
though not less characteristic, suggestions Whether 
he meant to contrast the Leaves with flowers I do 
not know but it is like Whi tman to have identified 
himself rathe r with t^^eaves. which arc as it were 
the common people of the vegetable world than with 
th e flowe rs which arc its rarer ornaments an^ ^bnes 
60 certainly ho must have liked takin g grass for 
the name of his poems grass the humblest the most 
umversal the least noticed the most down trodden 
of plants grass which feeds the beasts and men who 
trample it under their feet grass which has httle form 
and no stiffness or rigidity at all but yields and bows 
Itself to every passing gust of wmd which hvea best 
m the shade loves obscurity and shuns the blaze of 
the midday sun And there may have been another 
half-conscious reason, for his choosing the grass as the 
symbol of his poems He meant them to grow and 
spread cveryt^cre and if they did was qmte mdifferent 
to their bemg regarded as weeds He may well have 
felt that nothmg could be a better symbol of them 



134 


WALT WHITMAN 


CHAP 


than the grasses which are the most pertinacious of 
plants, continually rooted up and continually rcappear- 
mg, pushing their way into all sorts of places and, 
welcome or unwelcome, always showing themselves 
full of life In another part of the Sojig of Myself he 
says of his thoughts . 

This IS the grass that grows wherever the land is and the 
water is, 

This 13 the common air that bathes the globe 

Simplicity, universality, vitality, those were the very 
notes which, as he thought, he was now stnking as 
no one had ever struck them before , and what fitter 
emblem could be found of one and all of them than 
just this grass of the field ? It expressed his ideal , 
the ideal which he once desenbed as “ Behaviour 
’lawless as snowflakes, words simple as grass In 
whatever else he fails to be a poet, he is a poet here 
and one of the happiest of all. No one ever sent his 
poems into the world heralded by a name of more 
allurmg simphcity and charm 

The first section of the Leaves is called Inscriptions. 
Whitman’s use of language, or at least of abstract 
language, is generally careless, and it is difficult to say 
what exactly he meant by putting the word “ In- 
scriptions ” at the head of his book The poems to 
which the name is given are not what any one else 
would call by that name They could not be “ in- 
senbed ” on anything. They are just rather shorter 
expressions than usual of himself and his ideas The 
finest of them, In C c^inld^ Shtps^t Sea, has already 
been quoted in the last chapter ^ Tt is the first 
utterance of lus love of the sea and desire to be the 
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pott of the 6ca at least as much as of the land and 
1 the first use of the metaphor so many times repeated 
\ which secs himself and his book as 

^ ■ lone bark dcsvinc the ether purpoi d I know not 
whither yet ever full rf faith 
Conaort to erery thlp that wuli \ 

This IS the only one of the two dozen poema m the 
section m which the thought has taken enough posses 
Sion of the poet to compel him to give it the form which 
alone can make others not merely understand but 
experience it- Its only possible compamon is the 
characteristic couplet. To Yo u wbidi recalls the brevity 
and perfect simphcaty of some of the old Chmese poems 
to which translatorB have lately done what translators 
can to mtroduce us 

Stranger if you pasting meet me, and deaire to speak to mo 
why ahould tou not speak to me ? 

And why should I not speak to you ? 

But these two poems the best of the section arc far 
from Btandiug alone m the busmess of proving that a 
mind of a new Bort was at wort trying to wnte poetry 
T^e .bcst^ of the failures arc as originsl as the su ccess es 
The very first, already quoted ^ gives m eight hues the 
essence of the gospel of life which so much of the rest 
of the book is occupied In expanding And others 
insist on^the mission which he always assumed to 
himself (that of ** d efining Amenca her athletic 
democracy to the old world of Europe ) That these 
opening poema were not the first written is clear 
enough from that entitled To ih ^_QId.S^<mse which 
refers to the war as past and glorifying the cause and 
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the victory, says “ my book and the war are one It 
IS interesting to look four pages on and find that he 
who loved the war against the insurgent South and 
helped in his way to win it can yet make it his message 
" to the States or any one of them ” to “ resist much,, 
obey little ” ; the first evidence of the love pf^lawless- 
ness which reappears again and again m the Leaves 
So the other Inscriptions serve to introduce us to other 
notes of Whitman, his appeal to the poets of the 
future to justify him, his claim to be the first to “ hear 
America singing ” , the carpenter, the boatman, the 
young wife. 

Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else, 
The day what belongs to the day — at night the party of young 
fellows, robust, fnendly, 

Smging with open mouths their strong melodious songs 


and finally his ideal for himself 

( 

(^To confront mght, storms, hunger, ridicule, accidents, 
rebuffs, as the trees and animals do^ 


Having set the scene, as it were, vith the Inscriptions, 
Whitman proceeds to occupy it with two of his long 
poems. Stalling fiom Pauinanok and the immense Song 
of Myjelf Whoever has read them, even if he Kas 
read nothing else, knows the mind, though not the art, 
of Whitman. All the things that he cared most about 
are m them , >^11 the things on which he struck a new 
note,;a note which, m spite of Emerson and Thoreau, 
had never been struck before We have here love and 
, democracy and religion, an all-embracmg umversahsm, 
' a passionate Amencamsm, a passionate out-of-doomess, 
an arrogant egotism, a darmg sexuality, an assured and 
boundless faith that God is good, and man too, and the 
world and the universe , and that the last word of all 
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IwiU be found to be happiness The expression of all 
this is often crude naive ndiculous, even ugly if you 
vnll (* I Bound my barbanc yawp over the roofs of the-^ 
world ') but it is never tai^ or dull It comes 
straight from ^Vhlt^lan hinm elf and could not have 
come from any one else The Paumanok poem is the 
pmrhimgtinn of his gospel (Amcnca 13 a new world 
and he Walt Whitman is its prophet y He will call 
nothing unclean or even unmtcrestmg he is keenly 
aware of everythmg underfoot the divme soil over 
head the sun and all between them how cunous I 
how real 1 So he begins with a kmd of portrait of 
himself partly real and partly imagmatrve (he never 
wa* a mmer m California eo far as I know and I doubt 
whether he ever earned a soldier s gun) and a pro- 
clamation of hia mission 


Sttrtmg ftotr/fUh-ihflpe Paumanok where I w«* bom 
Well -begott e n and nua d br a perfect mother 
After reaming many landa lover of popruloua povemonta 
DweBer in Mannahatta my aty or on aouthem asvannaa 
Or a aoldicr r«mp d or carrying my knaptadc and gun or a 
mmer in Califomia, 

Or rude m my home m Dakota s woodi my diet meat my 
drmk from the aprmg. 

Or withdrawn to muae and meditate m tome deep reccii 
For fro m the clank of crowds intemla paaamg rapt and 

Aware oF^ke freih free giror the flowmg MiaaouiX aware pf 
mighty Niagira 

Aware of the buualo herda grazmg the plants the hirsute and 
atrong breasted bulk 

Of earth rocka. Fifth month floweri eipeijcnced, atari rain 
^ snow my amaxe» 

iHavmg studied the mockmg-blrd s tones and the flight of the 
I mountam hawk. 

And heard at dawn the unnvmll d one the hermit thruah from 
the twamp-codara 

Solitary amgmg in the West I at rike up f or. a_JSj5T 
World 
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And a little later we get the burden of the new song, so 
often repeated in the Leaves 

I will make the poems of materials, for I think they are to be 
the most spiritual poems, 

And I will make the poems of my body and of mortality, 
For I thinlc I shall then supply myself with the poems of my 
soul and of immortality 


I will write the evangel-poem of comrades and of love, 

For who but I should understand love with all its sorrow 
and joy ? 

And who but I should be the poet of comrades ? 

And after love religion 

I say no man has ever yet been half devout enough, 

None has ever yet adored or worship ’d half enough. 

None has begun to think how divine he himself is, and how 
certain the future is 


and 

What are you doing young man ? 

Are you so earnest, so given up to literature, science, art, 
amours ? 

These ostensible realities, polities, points ? 

Your ambition or business whatever it may be ? 

It is well — against such I say not a word, I am their poet also, 
'^But behold! such swiftly subside, burnt up for religion’s 
sake, 

For not all matter is fuel to heat, impalpable flame, the 
essential life of the earth. 

Any more than such are to religion 1 

The song of the bird to which he has listened is not 
for the mate of the bird only nor is it only what 
echoes in the ear • 

But subtle, clandestine, away beyond, 

A charge transmitted and gift occult for those being bom 

We may hke or dishke the verbal manner of this 
But no one who knows the smell of the breath of life 
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can doubt that he finds it here here is a man whose 
hcartand brain and body arc all ahvc and arc all givers 
of life to those who come m contact with them There 
18 a doctrme or heresy abroad to-day that art exists 
altogether mdependent of its content But this is only 
one of the numerous and not unnatural reactions 
against the much older heresy enthroned as an 
orthodoxy by so many VIctonans, that art may be 
measured by its service to morals Art is art, not 
morals and what has much value as edification may 
have httle value or none as art. But as content will 
not make art neither will form alone and it is a 
delusion to suppose that we can think of art apart from 
Its content. Above all m poetry the counters of which 
arc words that have meaning and associations as well as 
sound It IS absurd to suppose it possible to ignore the 
content The most perfect of nonsense rhymes cannot 
be the equal of an ode of Horace or a song of Shake- 
speare And it follows from this that poets will always 
and rightly be valued m part by the quahty and 
quantity of the mtcUcctual and spiritual material which 
receives the life of form m their poetry And even 
when as m Whitman the attempt to give it that life 
often partially fads, and sometimes wholly etdl the 
quahty of the stuff furnished for the attempt is 
matter of inevitable mtercst. We am study and 
use and admire the mind of Meredith or Browmng 
even when the form m which it comes to us is 
one which we cannot wholly admire And so we 
arc not to be debarred from rccogmimg the fin e 
quahties of Whitman the prophet or the mystic by 
the fact that neither prophet nor mystic was always 
a poet 
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The So7]g of Myself wluch follows is the longest 
of Whitman’s poems and perhaps his most character- 
istic As everything of Wordsworth is summed up 
in the Ode oil Intimations of Immortality^ so every- 
tlung of Whitman is to be found in the Song of 
Myself And the Song is as daring as the Ode The 
difference is that while the Ode exhibits Wordsworth 
at his finest, or almost his finest, mastery of his art, the 
Song falls into prosaic verbosity and never rises near 
the heights of some of the shorter lyrics Still it is an 
extraordinary production, with an almost unparalleled 
energy of faith, love and, above all, joy in it, each large 
enough to fold the whole world in its embrace. AVhen 
you have read it you know Whitman, and know whether 
to find m him, as Symonds did, the revealer of a new 
life, or, as others have found, an intolerably tedious 
barbanan Or perhaps the reader will find both at once, 
or each alternately, and scarcely know to which impres- 
sion he means ultimately to surrender But there 
ought not to be a moment’s doubt about that To be 
kept away from Whitman by his exuberant barbarisms 
would be as foohsh as to be kept away from Wordsworth 
by his elderly timidities 

Only the briefest account can be given here of this 
immense and astomshing production of which some- 
thmg has already been said m another connection 
Oddly enough the first person whom it ^^IJs is agam 
no other than that Words wordi to whom Whitman was 
so much more akin than he knew Was not Wordsworth 
always proclaimmg himself an idler ? He gave his hfe 
to singing his “ idle songs ” as he called them and of 
the poet of the Poet’s Epitaph, who is what he wished 
to be and partly was, he said that he 
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both Man and Boy 
Hath been on idler in the land 
Contented if be might ci^Joy 
The thing! which otben undentand 

So again and again Whitman oUaJumsclf an idler and 
even a l oafer and almost the first words of the Song of 
MysAj are 

I loafe and innto my souh 

1 le fln and loafe it my observing a spenr of summer 

groM 

Has any poet ever said anythmg which is in spint 
more entirely Wordsworthian than this confession ? 
And 80 he- goes on as like Wordsworth in spint as un 
like him in manner to turn a^ray from houses and 
rooms full of perfumes to the open air 

I mil go to the bank by the wood and become undisgubcd 
and naked 

I am mad tor it to be in contact with mo 
And so later on 

A morning-glory at my window aatlsfiea me more than the 
mctaph^ica of book* 

The poem is m fact, for ever escipmg to the open 
air as all his poems do and as the poet himself and 
Wordsworth did So agam Wordsworth of course 
was a kmd of pantheist and all Whitman is full of a 
panth eism of hia own sort too And nowhere more 
than m the Song But here the difference begins to 
be maikcd Wordsworth s pantheism is ahvays held 
m diedt by an unresolved transcendentalism which 
knew that the vague generosities of pantheism would 
never make all men gods or aU parts of men equally 
divine Only one side of him would have sympathized 
with Whitman s 
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Showing the best and dividing it from the worst age vexes age 

Knowing the perfect fitness and equanimity of things, while 
they discuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself 

Welcome is every organ and attribute of me, and of any man 
hearty and clean. 

Not an inch nor a particle of an inch is vile, and none shall be 
less familiar than the rest 


So Whitman’s line, 

And whoever walks a furlong without sympathy walks to his 
own funeral drest in his shroud, 

might be used as a motto for a book of Wordsworth’s 
poems , but not merely old conservatisms and rever- 
ences, but more fundamental instincts would have 
made Wordsworth shnnk from writing what follows 
so soon after * 

And I say to mankind. Be not curious about God, 

For I who am cunous about each am pot curious about God, 
(No array of terms can say how much I am at peace about 
God and about death) 

I hear and behold God in every object, yet imderstand God 
not in the least, 

‘v^Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than 
myself 

It IS no Ignoble mysticism, this of Whitman’s quite 
the contrary , probably not a man of us but would be 
the better for hvmg m it But are we helped to hve 
m any noble kmd of mysticisms by bemg encouraged 
to be so remarkably at ease m Zion ? It is with this 
as with his political doctrines, such as his praise of the 
Amencan people for the “ air they have of persons 
who never knew how it felt to stand m the presence 
of superiors Is a man really the better for sup- 
posmg, what is certainly not true, that he has never 
stood m the presence of his supenors ? Or is he 
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better for supposing that t he universe contains nothin g 
grai ter than himse lf ? 

But the poem insists less on any philosophy than 
on its j03rou8 journey over the world It cannot be 
analysed it must be read (^The poet goes every 
where and uientiBea himself with every person Jknd 
every action )good or bad ervery joy and every pauu 
The baby the youngster, the sick man the suiade, 
the boatman the trapper, the slave the bnde the 
prostitute the old husband sleeping by his Wife, the 
buds and the oxen the land and the sea 


Sea breathtoi^ broad snd convulsive breaths. 

Sea of the brmo of life end of unshovcH d yet always ready 
grave* — 


BO the extraordinary procession contmues, all gathered 
m sometimes very clumsily sometimea with conous 
fchaty The poet is one with Nature with body and 
soul man and woman day and lught Wbat ho says 
to the sea is said to all. N ature an d all mnn . J[_am 
mteg^ wi th you I too am of one phase and of all 
phases and he desirca to be just as old and just 
as new as Nature is 
Do you take it I would »»toni»h ? 

Doe* the dsyb^t attomih ? doe* the eedy redstart twittering 
through the woods ? ^ 

Do I astonish more thso they ? 


He is himself everywhere and goes his own way for 
he identifies himself with Nature and the elementary 
laws never apologise Deaths i 8 _jnothmg it is 

lucky to die 

The wonder is always and always how there can be a mean 
man or an infidel 


Wc arc to feel ourselves all one being 
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Whoever degrades another degrades me, 

And whatever is done or said returns at last to me, 

and we are to find our faith m something deeper than 
arguments * 

' Logic and sermons never convince. 

The damp of the night dnves deeper into my soul 

So thejpoem goes on, in its second half, to an immense 
senes of one-hne pictures of all the doings of the world)> 
m which Whitman seems to have seen everything and 
found everything interesting, so that he can say “ all 
these I feel or am ” This Aijty-tlurd section of the 
So7ig IS perhaps the most wonderful of all. I cannot, 
as I have already confessed, follow some of Whitman’s 
best cntics so far as to persuade myself that this poetry 
of an endless senes of items, scores of lines one after 
another begmmng with this one or that of a few 
keywords hke “ where ” or “ over ” or “ pleased ”, 
can be any substitute for the hnked wonders of con- 
tinmty, arrest and vanety of the old poets But both 
the rush and range of it all are such as it would be 
hard to parallel elsewhere , and many, a great many, 
of the hnes are not more astomshmg in the exactness 
of the thmg seen than m the fehcities both of phrase 
and of rhythm which convert the fact mto an expen- 
ence and make the poet’s feehngs our own. He goes 
everywhere . 

Where the quail is whistling betwixt the woods and the 
wheat-lot, 

Where tKe b^t flies m the Seventh-month eve, where the great 
gold-bug drops through the dark. 

Where the brook puts out of the roots of the old tree and 
flows to the meadow, 

Where cattle stand and shake away flies with the tremulous 
shuddermg of their hides. 
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"Wbcro btinfll coaches enter the arch d gates of a cemetery 
Whore winter wolves bark amid wastes of snow and laded 
trees 

Where the yellow-crown d heron comes to the edge of the 
marsh at night and feeds upon small crabs 
Where the splaSi of swimmers and divers cools the warm 
noon. 

Then follows section thirty four describing the 
murder (which he appears to claim to have seen in 
his youth) of some prisoners of war in Texas and 
then the tale of the sea fight which I have already 
compared with Tennyson s Revejige And the whole 
ends with a prolonged outburst of arrogance aubhme 
or ndiculouT’ 

Earth you seem to look for somethmg st my hands 

BchoJdL I do not give lectures or a little chantr 
When I give I grre myself 

It IS time to explain myself he says (to the accom 
pamment of profane laughter if we are m that mood 
for the words arc preceded by over thirty not un 
egotutical pages I) 

What Is known I strip away 

I launch mil men and women forward with me into the 
Unknown. ' — ' 

And yet eclf-contradicting like all mystics he almost 
immediately adds 

Not I not any one else can tntvel that road for you 
Jfou must tisvel it fo^ypurself 

Long have you tmudly waded holding a plank by the shore:. 
Now I will^u to be s bold swimmer 
To jump off m the midst of the tea, rue sgsm nod to me 
shout, and laughingly dash with your 
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So, near the end, lie says, in words which recall 
~the great words of Augustine, “ I am the teacher of 
athletes ” It is freedom and life, more and more 
abundant, that he gives to those who come to him 
The nineteenth century was hardly in tune witli 
this danng message of energy and universahsm So 
far Whitman was right m looking to the men and the 
poets of the future to understand him There is a 
truer breath of him in the spiritual air to-day. But 
many long centunes must pass over humamty before 
any of the mystics, even the most human, the most 
bodily, the most earthly, can become the food of 
ordmary men. And there is no need to repeat what 
has been said more than once already about the 
obstacles Whitman put m his own path Even if 
his food were in itself easier to swallow, the crudity 
of the sauce m which he so often dressed it would 
alone be enough to make many palates reject it ^The 
Song of Myself is perhaps not a poem at all But it 
IS one of the most astomshmg expressions of vital 
energy ever got mto a book 

The two next sections of the Leaves, Children of 
' ( Adam and Calamus, contain the poems of sex which 
, I ) cost him his post at Washmgton, set the Boston 
District Attorney in motion against lum, fnghtened 
away pubhshers, and filled most of his countrymen 
with indignation and disgust. The wnter of such 
things. It was not quite unnaturally assumed, was an 
immoral man, and one who preached immorahty. 
But it IS quite certam that he was neither. To say 
that IS not to deny that he probably or certainly did 
many thmgs m this matter of which no strict moralist 
could approve, and wrote some things which have had 
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no good effect on the weaLcr sort among hi5 readers 
He says himself in one of the Calamus pieces 

Nor wiJI my poctm do good only they will do Jiut as much 
c^^l jjcrnaps more 

But even if this ■were hterally true and not as it is, 
one of his bravadoe s of confessio n it would not 
be fatal to the Leav^ Art ^ have seen cannot 
receive final judgement m a court of ethics nor can it 
be limited by the hmitations of weak brethren Half 
the works of genius m the world are liable to misuse , 
so IS wmc so IS the body and the whole gift and power 
of life Itself But wise men do not let the danger of 
misuse send them mto any smcidal renunciation of 
the prizes or the glones which may come of the 
adventure of use To Whitman bct was the central 
^ergY of the human _txxi> the^^ to the power of 
pt^cal life in all the worid men and women as well 
as animals and vegetables and he was not afiiud to 
insist as much upon this as upon its other aide on 
which all poets have insisted its issue m some of the 
highest of the spintual expcncnccs which belong to 
man alone Bong as he was totally without reserve 
and possessed of httlc or none of the tact in the use 
of language which has enabled other poets to say 
thmgs which might offend in words which protect 
them from offence he caused great scand^ and 
exposed his own character to slander It may be 
well before commg to these poems to say a word or 
two on this latter pomt It can be bncf enough for 
all the evidence is on one aide He himself declared 
as a young man that if he wrote a book he could say 
nothing about, women, because hcJmew-nothinim bout 
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them “ either by experience or observation ” This, 
' of course, did not long remain true ; certainly not after 
lus visit to New Orleans which preceded the first issue 
of the Leaves But all the evidence goes to show that 
the view of his character formed by Puritan readers 
of the Leaves was a completely false one His brother 
George, a plain, honest man, who had never been very 
long separated from him, said, after his death, that all 
these “ charges ” were unjust and the “ doubts ” without 
excuse He understood httle of his brother’s poetry, 
but on the question of his character he claimed to 
speak “ with some authority ” His testimony is 
emphatic. “ As for dissipation I know that his skirts 
were clean ” “ They get these ideas from wntmgs 

about Leaves of Grass, not from Walt ” “ He was 
always correct and clean m his conversation ” , and 
“ all those fellows intimate ivith Walt at night, any- 
where, any time, will tell you the same thing ” So 
one who saw him constantly m his Washington days 
reported that he “ never heard him utter a word that 
could not have been used to his mother ” He had 
no doubt gone through what he called to Symonds 
“ a jolly bodily phase ” at one time , but Aere is 
overwhelmmg testimony, says Mr Bhss Perry, that 
from 1862 onwards his life was a chaste one One 
of those who knew him at Washington says, “ We 
laughed at his poems, but we all hked the man 
“ He was always chaste in speech ”, and impressed 
those who met him as “ a clean man morally and 
physically ” After his death the doctor who had 
attended him and been present at the post-mortem 
examination wrote pubhely . “I wish to silence 
for ever the slanderous accusations that debauchery 
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and excess of vanous kinds contnbuted to his death 

His illness onginatcd m the strain of the war and the 
blood poisoning he got in it These testimonies should 

surely as George "WTutman said» silence all talk 
Nor do the poems themselves as a whole encourage 
such talk. They are plainly not the poems of a Puntan 
They contam a certam number of hues which obviously 
came there as the result of Whitman s 85 >pial jond, 
jotellectual crudity and of the rather Billy pleasure h e 
look m shockmg the respet^ble This ha^ong been 
comdion m tranoeand has lately become common m 
England But there is of course no more sense m 
tpoihng a poem or a novel m order to annoy Mrs 
Grundy than m spoilmg one in order not to annoy her 
Whitman at any rate in his carher tune was not free 
from this undergraduate substitute for onginahty And 
It cannot be denied that there arc a few poems which 
taken by themselves are exposed to senous misundcr 
standmg And perhaps not merely to misunderstand 
mg (l^do not think that a man of stnet chastity could 
have wntten all the poems in Children of Adam 1 1 
fwiU even confess that I do not think that a man whose 
IfccUngs about sex have always been perfectly normal 
could have wntt e n some thin gs m Calamus For to 
say as has been said that the Adam poems are the 
praise of sex as distinguished from the praise of love and 
the Calamus poems the praise of love as distmgulahed 
from sex is puttmg the distmction too sharply 
Whitman mdefiJ rngkt-a thaf distmcUon himself m 
Fast^anchor'd Eternal O Love and certainly means it. 

The fast'anchor d love is the love of woman vihen 
he turns to the love of man it is as disembodied or 
another bom Ethereal 
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I ascend, I float m the regions of your love O man, 

O sharer of my roving life 

But the Calamus poems are far from being without 
a physical side, however innocent And so the Adam 
poems are certainly not merely physical . they are not 
vathout their emotional and spiritual side It is not 
merely that they have in them the love of fathers and 
daughters, mothers and children , but their handhng 
of the love of man and woman has often an emotion 
far beyond that of mere sex, and, once or twice, a peace 
and permanence unknown to it The two sections are 
in fact much more nearly allied than that sharp distmc- 
tion suggests With Whitman, who beheved both in 
body and in soul and was apt to identify them, sympathy 
could no more be complete without a physical side than 
sex without one of emotion and imagination Perhaps, 
as Mr. Holloway has suggested,\he retained in manhood 
some of the charactenspcs of the sensually mdiscnmin- 
ate aflFection of a child. In any case, to those who knew 
him, like Mr W S Kennedy, it is naturally matter for 
amazed indignation that there should be any question 
of a need to “ reheve the Calamus poems of the vilest 
of all mterpretations ” So far as there has been such 
need, the blame for it must be divided between 
Whitman’s frank tendency to play with fire in the 
language he uses on these subjects and the habit of the 
ordmary sensual man of givmg to the words and deeds 
of others the explanation which would be true if they 
were his own The answer to such msmuations hes 
m what the ordmary sensual man passes over unper- 
ceived what Mr Kennedy calls “ the ethical perfume 
of these noblest utterances of friendship ” Four fines 
of one poem are enough to quote in illustration of this 



TimOUGII LE^VVES OF GRi\SS 


ist 

I sec he sap m The Base of all Melaphysiaf all 
the philosophies and tenets of oil churches 

■^tet underneath Soemtes dearly icc and underneath Chriit 
the divmc I tec 

The dear love of man for hu comrade the attraclJon of fnend 
to fnend 

Of the well married huiband and wife of children and 
p t r en tM 

Of city for dty and land for land 

And there is a larger answer Love in UTntnun is 

I as lo*® m Plato an energy exalting and ulumatcly 
transcending the bod} a vital force to be used alike by 
body and spint not a dangerous enemy to be conquered 
and trampled down The Children of Adam and 
Calamm poems include some that arc not cntircl} 
healthy reading But taken as a whole what the} 
exhibit IS in spite of all differences something in the 
nature of a modem version of the Lucrctian jqy of 
Ven us thc^'won^cf” more than the luxury of sex, a 
tnumph of something altogether larger than sex birth 
and spring and nature and all the vaned gifts and 
powers of life Of these the sensual man only under 
stands the merest fraction their jubilant passion of. 
energy is utterly out of his reach For the nght reader 
t^rpassion saves them from mismterprctation There 
15 m them nothing whatever either of what Whitman 
elsewhere calls the sly settee and the adulterous 
unwholesome couple or of what is almost more 
offensive the dirtiness as of dirty little boya at a 
preparatory school, with which some otherwise not 
undistmgiiished wnters have lately defaced the English 
novel There is a total lack of delicacy about \Vhitinan , 
"-he never knew that modesty and reserve are positive 
and not negative qualities But, that once admitted 
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these love poems of his are always sincere, and some- 
times beautiful, utterances of his love of woman and 
man, his faith in body and spirit, his joy in his own 
health and vitality, and his profound conviction of the 
health and vitality of the universe. No doubt he was 
apt to press the parallel between men and ammals too 
far When he says 

The consequent meanness of me should I skulk or find 
myself indecent, while birds and animals never once 
skulk or find themselves indecent, 

he forgets that self -judgement and self-control and 
shame at faihng in them, are simply part of the pnce 
paid by man for the reason which separates him from the 
merely mstmctive hfe of the animals But when these 
necessary quahfications have been made, most unpreju- 
diced readers will admit that he was justified m saymg 
once to a lady who knew him well both before and ^ter 
the war : “ I dare not leave out or alter what is so 
genuine, so indispensable, so lofty, so pure ” He 
conceded a few oimssions of thmgs against \Vhich he 
thought a possible case had been made out But for 
the rest he was adamant Neither Emerson nor any 
one else could move him “ If I had cut sex out,” he 
said, “ I might just as well have cut everything out ” 
We may wish he had cut out more than he did. But no 
one who is capable of liking or imderstanding him at all 
will for a moment wish them all away Such readers 
may, mdeed, feel that the Adam poems expose his hfe 
to a certain criticism. For he did not hve what is best 
in them as he did what is best in the Calamus poems. 
He did make extraordmary friendships, with more than 
one man , and that they were friendships of rare beauty 
his letters to Pete Doyle, the young railwajnnan, would 
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be enough, if there yytre nothing else to show But 
the essen ce of the Adam pt>crn5_i^hc pndc, ^lory 
a nd sm ^ice of patenut) what the dl^^^c husband 
Enenvs , ""the work of fatherhood they continually 
insist on sane and healthy children as the goal and 
purpose of sex Now if he knc%\ fatherhood at all as 
It seems lihcl} he did, he knew seared} an}’ihing of it 
but the bare phj'sical fact Of lus children he knew 
httlc more than Rousseau of his and he knci\ nothing 
at all of the great experiences which belong to the life- 
long rcbtion of husband and father This must be 
admitted and it » a limitation in the poems ns \vell os 
m the man But it has been given to \ cry few poets 
to take possession of the whole of life And I think 
that the wise reader wnll feel that in spite of nil their 
bmitations the Adem and Calamus poems are the 
expression of a great reality at once ph}*sical and 
spintuol m the expression of which no one has 
equalled the courage or surpassed the tenderness of 
Whitman 

The two sections are not very long and the poems 
in them arc largely occupied like hii other poems with 
the sights and sounds of all sorts which delighted him 
Many of these have nothmg whatever to do with sex, 
but are such things as 

The group of laborers seated at noon tune with their open 
dinner kettles and their wives waitme 


or 


The hilltide whiten d with blossoms of the mountain ash 

But of course tt is not bnes of this sort which provide 
athcr the special interest or the scandal of Children 
of Adam or Calamus The longest of the former is 
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the bold I sing the Body Electric^ which begins with 
what IS really the essence of his attitude on these 
subjects 

I sing the body electric, 

The armies of those I lo\e engirth me and I engirth them. 
They will not let me off till I go with them, respond to 
them. 

And discorrupt them, and charge them full with the charge 
of the soul 

Was It doubted that those who corrupt their own bodies 
conceal themselves ? 

And if those who defile the living are as bad as they who 
defile the dead ? 

And if the body does not do fully as much as the soul ? 

And if the body were not the soul, what is the soul ? 

It IS full of the praise of health and vigour of all sorts, 
as seen in the farmer and his five sons, as seen in the 
slaves exposed in the market, as seen m the sexual 
relation itself A very franlc passage deahng with this 
last mmgles all with outer nature as is his fashion, and 
ends 

Bridegroom mght of love working surely and softly into the 
prostrate dawn. 

Undulating mto the willing and yielding day, 

Lost m the cleave of the clasping and sweet-flesh’d day 

One of the finest of the Adam poems is short enough 
to give m full 

Out of the roUing ocean the crowd came a drop gently to 
me, 

Whispenng I love you, before long I die, 

I have travel' d a long way merely to look on you to touch you, 
For I could not die till I once look'd on you. 

For I fear'd I might afterward lose you. 

Now we have met, we have look’d, we are safe. 

Return m peace to the ocean my love. 
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I too «m part of that ocean my love wo are not »o much 
separated 

Behold the great^ndurc^ the cohesion of all how perfect I 
But ts for me for you, the irreaiatiblo tea la to separate ua 
As for an hour carrying ua drvme, yet cannot carry ua 
diverse forever 

Be not impatient — e little apace — know you I salute the air 

the ocean and the land ' 

Every day at sundown for your dear sake my love 


It may bo aa well to warn the mcautioua and prosaic 
that such poems aa these no more necessarily represent 
actual occurrences than the numerous pocma m •winch 
<JVhitman representB himself aa having visited places 
where he never was ^ been present at battles or sieges 
which he never got withm a thousand miles of followed 
occupationa to which he never set a hand been a child 
aa m one of these very poems, m Califorma which m 
fact he never saw m all his life even been bom m the 
Southern States matead of on Long Island •where the 
actual matter-of fact event took place Throughout 
hia poetry he identifies himself •with whatever he is 
-.ima gming ^d stStcs-arTortipeiienwDf the body~ 
wEst 18 simply an eipcnencc of the imagination So 
•with the pocma of these two sections It would not 
be safe to say that none of them are memonea of actual 
occurrences still less •would it be safe to aay any 
particular one of them is And the answer to those 
questions, if it could be given would have only a 
biographical not a hterary importance 

The poema entitled. Calamus get their name from 
a water plant. The poet represents himself {^hest 
I sxnging tn SpTv\^ as walking alone m spring mn ging 
as he •walks and picking flowers for the spirits of his 
fnends dead or alive who gather round him lilac and 
pine and pinks and sage 
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And here what I now draw from the water, wading m the 
pond-sidc, 

(O here I last saw him that tenderly loves me, and returns 
again never to separate from me, 

And this, O this shall henceforth be the token of comrades, 
this calamus-root shall, 

Interchange it youths with each other 1 let none render it 
back 1) 

That IS the subject of these poems . the friendship 
which IS love , the “ institution ” which he, the 
scomer of institutions, desires to establish 

m every citv of these States inland and seaboard. 
And in the fields and woods, and above every keel little or 
large that dents the water, 

Without edifices or rules or trustees or any argument. 

The institution of the dear love of comrades 

Like all other loves it feels itself eternal, and therefore 
IS not satisfied with life but calls for death : 

0 I think It IS not for life I am chanting here my chant of 

lovers, I think it must be for death. 

For how calm, how solemn it grows to ascend to the atmo- 
sphere of lovers. 

Death or life I am then indifferent, my soul declines to 
prefer, 

(I am not sure but the high soul of lovers welcomes death 
most,) 

And if the thought of death bnngs doubts and fears 

To me these and the like of these are curiously answer’d by 
my lovers, my dear friends. 

When he whom I love travels with me or sits a long while 
holding me by the hand, 

When the subtle air, the impalpable, the sense that words 
and reason hold not, surround us and pervade us. 

Then I am charged with untold and untellable wisdom, I am 
silent, I require nothing further, 

1 cannot answer the question of appearances or that of identity 

beyond the grave, 

But I walk or sit indifferent, I am satisfied, 

(^e ahold of my hand', has completely satisfied me 
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Thia feeling finds its voncd utterance in some forty 
poems full of love and man and nature, the most 
striking of whidi beside the two already quoted, 
These I nngifig tn iprmg and Scented herbage of my 
breast ore perhaps Recorders ages hence When I heard 
at the close of the dc^ What thmk you I take my pen 
in hand to record^ which describes the parting of two 
fiiends 

two ttmplo men I law to-day on the pier in the 
midst of the croTO porting the parting of dear fnaads 
The one to remain hung on the otbcr*i neck and passionately 
loss d him. 

While the one to depart tightly prest the one to remain in 
ha erms 

and the poem of himself, shadow and reahty 

That shadow my llkcncas that i^oci to end fro seeking a 
livelihood chjutenng chaffering 
How often I find myielf standing and looking at it where it 
flits 

How often I question and doubt whether that u really me 
But among my lovera and caroling thcac aonga 

0 I never doubt whether that is really me 

and the even more characteristic To a Stranger 

Passing stranger t you do not know bow longingly I look 
upon you 

f — You must be be I was seeking or she I was seeking (it cornea 
, to mo as of a dream ) 

(I have tocnewherc surely lived a life of joy with you / 

All is recall d as we flit by each other fluid, afTectionate, 
chaste matured 

You grew up with me, were a boy with mo or e gui with me 

1 ate with you and slept with you your bodv has become not 

yours only nor left ray body mine only 
You give rae the pleasure of your eyes face flesh as we paw 
fyou take of ray beard breast, hands m return^ 

I am not to speak to you I sm to think of you when I sit alone 
or wake at night alone 

I sm to wah, I do not doubt I am to meet you again 
I sm to see to it that I do not lose you 
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After Calamus we come to some dozen of Whitman’s 
longer poems, of which not a great deal need be said, 
partly because several of them have been mentioned 
in previous chapters, and partly because they repeat 
in the mam the characteristics of the Song of Myself 
so fully discussed just now The first is Saint an 
Monde, almost as absurdly named as the Pans “ Hotel 
de rUnivers et de Cheltenham ” of Henry James’s 
Reverberator Like the Song of Myself it travels all 
over the world, and answers with an unending pro- 
cession of details its questions, “ What do you hear 
Walt Whitman ? ” and “ What do you sec Walt 
Whitman ? ” It ends 

My spmt has pass’d m compassion and determination around 
the whole earth, 

I have look’d for equals and lovers and found them ready for 
me m all lands, 

I think some divine rapport has equalized me witli them 


Toward you all, in America’s name, 

I raise high the perpendicular hand, I make the signal. 

To remain after me in sight forever. 

For all the haunts and homes of men 

The next of these poems, the Song of the Open 
Road, IS perhaps the best of his (many calls to the life 
of freedom, open air and dayhght ' ' 

Henceforth I ask not good-fortune, I myself am good-fortune, 
Henceforth I whimper no more, postpone ho more, need 
nothing, 

Done with indoor complaints, hbranes, querulous criticisms, 
Strong and content I travel the open road , 

and then * 

think heroic deeds were all conceiv’d in the open air, and 
all free poems also,'| 

I think I could stop here myself and do miracles, 
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I tfiinW whatCTcr I ahalt meet on the road I shall like, and 
ivhocvcr beholds me shall like me, 

1 tHnk •whoever I »ec must be happy 

From thJa hour I ordain myself loot d of limits and imagtnary 
hnes 

Going -where I list, my own master total and absolute 
Listening to othen consideiing well what they aay,^ 

Pausing searching recdvinfl contemplating 
Gently, but with undeniable 'wiU divesting myself of the 
holds thst would hold me 

I inhale great draughts of space 

The east and tlie west sre mine gnd tlin north and the south 
arc mine 


I am larger better than I thought, 

I did not know I held so much goixlncss 

All e^emfl beautiful to me, 

T~ranfcpSt~bytr to men and women You hove done such 
good to me I •would do the same to you 
I will recruit for myself and you as I go 
I will scatter myaelf among men and -women ns I go 
1 will toss a new gladness and roughness among them 
Whoever denies me it shall not trouble me. 

Whoever accepts me he or she ■Hall be nlessed and ahaP 
bless me 


Wherever he goes he finds a joy that passes under 
standing in communion with nature and with other 
men 

These TcammOT why axe they ? these thoughts m the darkness 
why are ttey ? 

Why are there men and •women that -while they are nigh me 
th e sunlhdit exp aodsjn y_bloo d ? 

^Vhy -when they losro me do my pennants of joy sink flat and 
lank ? 

Why are there trees I never walk under but large and 
melodious thou^ts descend upon me ? 

(1 t hin k they hsng tbero -winter and summer on those trees 
and always drop fruh as I pass ) 

What is It I mterchinge to suddenly with strangers ? 

Like all the mystics his cry is give up all and all shall 
be youTB I do not offer the old smooth prunes but 
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offer rough new prizes ” , “ You shall not heap up what 
IS call’d riches, You shall scatter with lavish hand all 
that you earn and achieve And then, you shall “ sec 
no possession but you may possess it, enjoying all 
without labor or purchase ” He calls upon his 
followers to come out into the open, freed once for all 
of the secret shames of the self in us all, which is for 
ever in hidmg and for ever “ speaking of anything else 
but never of itself ” And the poem ends on the same 
note of frankness, comradeship and courage 

Camerado, I give you my hand ! 

I give you my love more precious than money, 

I give you myself before preaching or law , 

Will you give me yourself ? will you come travel with me ^ 
Shall we stick by each other as long as we hve ? 

Democracy has never had a healthier or a more in- 
spiring message addressed to it If tlie new age can 
hve m that spirit of courage and freedom, as free of 
proletarian envy as of aristocratic msolence, the world 
of the future will be saved. 

CThe Open Road is followed by Brooklyn Ferry , in 
which he tries to embrace all time as he had so often 
tried to embrace all space The “ crowds of men 
and women attired m the usual costumes ” whom he 
watches crossing the ferry are not more curious to him 
than those who will be crossing it centuries after- 
wards Others will enjoy the sunset as he enjoys it 
now, and to them he offers his greeting and his message 
There is nothing to separate turn and them * 

It avails not, time nor place — distance avails not, 

I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever 
so many generations hence. 

Just as you feel when you look on the nver and sky, so I felt. 
Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I yras one o^a 
crowd, 
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Ju»t as you are rt£rc*h d by tbe gladness of the nvtr and the 
bright flcrvr I vras refresh d 

Just as you stand and lean on the raiL yet hurry with the swift 
current, I stood yet was hurned 

Just as you IckA on the numberless masts of ships and the 
thhi-stemm d pipes of steamboats I look d. 

As they will be, he is 

Nor is It you alone who know what it is to bo evil, 
J_anidie.who.kncw-.wl^ULwaa JoJ>e ewd 
1 too knitted the old knot of contrariety' 

Blsbb d blush d resented lied stole gnidg d 
Had guile anger lust, hot wishes I dared not speak. 

He 15 one with them across the separating years 

Who knows for sll the distsneo, but I am as good as looking 
at you now for sU you cannot sec me ? 


I know no poem anywhere that more vmdly expresses 
that sense, which comes I suppose at times to all of 
us of sometbrng almost like the presence of the people 
who a hundred years hence will be sittmg m our charns 
walkmg m our garden domg the buamess we do to- 
day or reading the books that we have m our hands 
TTic Song of the Answerer which follows is his claim 
for the^ poet. who in his eyes is much more than a_ 
jiere smg er and^ one a nswers the g re at questao ns 
because he alone has the language vvhich all can 
imderstand 

the mechsnlcs take btm for a mechanic. 

And the soldiers Buppose him to be s soldier and the ssllort 
that he has fbuo^d the see 


The ^gmdrmsn of perfect blood acknowledges his perfect 

The insnlter the p r o tiU ite, the angry person, the beggar 
sec themselves m the ways of him, be strangely trans- 
mutes tbern. 

They arc not yiIo any more they hardly know thenaselvcs 
they arc so g r o w a . 


M 
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The picture is of course one of himself as he 
wished to be, as was Wordsworth’s Poefs Epitaph of 
Wordsworth And the poem again and again exhibits 
that unconscious affinity with Wordsworth of which 
I have already spoken : often we get a phrase which 
sounds hke, and may actually be, an echo of the famous 
preface. The poet “ is the glory and extract thus far 
of things and of the human race ” “ The words of 

true poems are the tuft and final applause of science ” 
The thought is the same , even the passion is , but 
the language I Wordsworth’s instinct for language 
IS not unerring, but he would not have followed 
“ glory ” with the bathos of “ extract ”, nor spoiled 
his “ final applause ” with the dull ughness of 
“ tuft 

Our Old Feuillage is little more than a catalogue of 
All the acts, scenes, ways, persons, attitudes of these States, 

but the catalogue, as always, contains items that only 
the most curious eye would have noticed A Song of 
Joys, Song of the Broad- Axe, and Song of the Exposition 
give us once more the umversahsm of the Song of 
Myself and Salut au Monde No one but Whitman 
could have written the first , it has in it the joy of the 
whole earth and of all the men and women on it and 
all their different lives and domgs As the last word 
of the Answerer makes it the poet’s final busmess to 
launch his reader out into the um verse, there ” to sweep 

through the ceaseless rings and never be quiet again”, 
so here the joy of the poet is to escape into 

Someth ing farjiway from a puny_and pious life ! 

"Somemmg unproved 1 something m a trance 1 

Somethmg escaped from the anchorage and driving free 
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The SoT^ of the Broad Axe is perhaps chiefly remark- 
able for b^nmng with six rhymed Imes It is a 
prodigious catalogue of all the works of the axe, the 
destroyer and the creator The Song of the Export^ 
txon is less mtercsting It is too like the exuberant 
newspaper articles which appear m all countnes 
where Internationa] EjthibJtioiis arc held only that 
bemg Amcncan it surpasses all possible nvals m 
exuberance. 

Of the remaining three of these longer poems the 
Song of the Redwood Tree is mtcrestmg on account of 
its lync, already quoted 1 the song of the Californian 
tree dymg before advancing man It is cunous to find 
Whitman mtroduemg here Dryads and Hamadryads, 
bongs as obsolete oue would have supposed as 
Homer and Virgil and the rest whose immensely 
overpaid accounts he had so decidedly dismissed 
m the previous poem The Song for Occupations is 
once more the Wordsworthian sanctity of the common 
ways of men 

Stimngo and hard thnt paradox true I give 
Objecta groaa and tbe unacen aoul are one. 

Its theme is 

The wonder every one acts* In every one elae he aeea and the 
wondcra that fill each mmute of tune forever 

and the truth, preached by all prophets from Moses 
to Goethe that truth and happiness he very near every 
one of us ‘ m thy mouth and m thy heart ' , m 
folks nearest to you , not m another place but this 
place not for anothci: hour but this hour’ The 
poem 0 only drawback is the catalogue of occupationa, 
Page 118 
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which IS as universal, tedious and prosaic as usual. 
The Sdng of the Rolling Eai ih is the song which never 
ceases for those who Mill listen. Under all the busy 
noises of men 

To her children the words of the eloquent dumb great mother 
never fail, 

The true words do not fail, for motion docs not fail and 
reflection does not fail, 

Also the day and night do not fail, and the voyage wc pursue 
does not fail 

• • 

The earth does not argue, 

Is not pathetic, has no arrangements. 

Does not scream, haste, persuade, threaten, promise , 

it leaves always its best untold, only hinted at , but 
faith and the poet know that 

The divine ship sails the divine sea 

And so this long section closes with a little poem of 
four lines summing day and night, action and peace 
into a single unity of acceptance * 

Youth, large, lusty, loving — youth full of grace, force, 
fascination. 

Do you know that Old Age may come after you with equal 
grace, force, fascination ? 

Day full-blown and splendid — day of the immense sun, 
action, ambition, laughter. 

The Night follows close with millions of suns, and sleep and 
restoring darkness 

Neither the next section. Birds of Passage, nor 
A Broadzoay Pageant which follows, calls for much 
comment The latter is indeed curious to-day since it 
is an enthusiastic welcome of tlie first Japanese envoys to 
the Umted States and a general mvitation to all peoples 
of the earth to come “ trooping up, crowding from 
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all directions ’ to the home of Labertad ' , a pohey 
which looked more possible in AVhitman’s day than it 
doe* now Among the Birds of Passage is one giving 
a welcome to the Pnnee of Wales who visited the States 
m i860 But in the mam these poems merely repeat 
nniv MTtalumn everybody is both wise 
and happy and all thmgs even fiat contradictions like 
materialism and spintuahsm are equally true The 
only remarkable piece is the more or less regular 
stanxas called Pioneers I O Pioneers I ^ which carry the 
message of life faith and action which Whitman was 
never tired of proclaiming 

Hrvo the dder nce» hiltcd ? 

Do they droop and end thrir lesion weaned over there 
beyond the icai ? 

We take the tsik ctemil end the burden and the letion 

Piemeon 1 O Pionccn, 

Sea Drift which follows, begins with Qut of the 
Cradle EnMess l y Rocki ng which has already been quoted 
'and discussed m connection with Whitman's boyhood 
on Long Island * It is cert ainl y among the half doxen 
finest of hifl longer poems and one of the finest lyncs 
of the nmctccnth century The sea always moved 
Whitman and more than any other physical fact lifted 
him above the world of assertions and opimona mto that 
of imagination and vision Two more at least of the 
poems m this section Tears and On the Beach at Night 
would have to be included In any selecUnn from 
Whitman however smalL Perhaps Tears is the moat 
entirely unalloyed piece of imagination that ever came 
from him I should be sorry for any one who imder 
took to write out a prose paraphrase of it , and equally 

^Seep*g«75 » ?*«« 10 
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sorry for any one who was not aware in it of meanings 
beyond prose * 

Tears ! tears 1 tears 1 

In the night, in solitude, tears. 

On the white shore dripping, dripping, suck’d in by the sand. 
Tears, not a star shining, all dark and desolate. 

Moist tears from the eyes of a muffled head , 

O who is that ghost ? that form in the dark, with tears ? 
\Vhat shapeless lump is that, bent, crouch’d there on the 
sand r 

Streaming tears, sobbing tears, throes, choked with wild 
cries , 

O storm, embodied, rising, careering with swift steps along 
the beach 1 

O wild and dismal night storm, with wmd^ — O belching and 
desperate 1 

0 shade so sedate and decorous by day, with calm countenance 

and regulated pace, 

But away at night as you fly, none looking — O then the 
unloosen’d ocean. 

Of tears 1 tears 1 tears I 

The poems called By the Roadside arc, for the most 
part, unimportant and prosaic scraps But TheDalltance 
of the Eagles has power m it : and tlie poet’s escape 
from the charts and diagrams of the astronomer’s 
lecture when, feeling tired and sick of that, 

I wander’d off by myself, 

In the mystical moist night-air, and from tune to time, 
Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars, 

IS a fine and charactenstic little piece And so is that 
of another silence which follows upon other sights 
from which he did not turn 

1 sit and look out upon all the sorrows of the world, and upon 

all oppression and shame, ' 

I hear secret convulsive sobs from young men at anguish 
with themselves, remorseful after deeds done, 

I see in low life the motlier misused by her children, dying, 
neglected, gaunt, desperate. 
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I ICC the wife miiMscd by her hutband I tee the treacherout 
teducer of young women 

I mark the nmklmgt of jealousy and unrequited love 
attempted to be hid I tee thc»c tighti on the earth 
I tec the working* of battle pestilence tyranny I *00111311711 
and pntonen 

I otaervo t ftraino at tea I obterve the tailon casting lot* 
who thall bo kill d to pres erv e the live* of the rcit 
I obeervo the iHahti and dcgrcdationi cast by arrogant 
peraon# upon lalwreTi the poor and upon ncgroca and 
the like . 

All tbcie — all the mcanncas and agony withoat end I sitting 
look out upon 
See hear and am aHent, 


And there ib A Farm Picture which is m a different 
mood the qmet and contented beauty of a Dutch 
landscape 

I Through the ample open door of the peaceful country bam 
A aunln pasture field with cattle and nonet feeding 
And base and vuta and the far homon fading away 

The two sections which follow, Drum Taps and 
Memories of Prexident Lincoln contam Whitman s most 
famous poems Without the war and the part he 
played m it and the influence it had upon him, and 
without these poems which he owed to its inspiration, 
it 18 doubtful whether his name would ever have been 
known outside a small circle of enthusiasts War is, 
always, a tremendous expcncncc it makes or mars 
ft made Whitma n As has already been said in the 
biogr^hical chapter, the years of the war deepened his 
whole nature The tathet shallow equahtamn enthusa 
asms of hx 8 carher life learnt m the atmosphere of 
newspapers and poUtical platforms did not indeed at 
all disappear They were m him audible and visible 
to the last. But under the stress of the awful struggle 
he learnt to nse above all that mto a world of higher 
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values, where the equalities in question arc those 
fundamental ones of birth and death, of hopes and 
fears and pams, of the stout heart which takes little 
thought for Itself and the love which takes much for 
others No soldier who fought in the ranks showed 
more than Whitman of these greatest of the gifts of 
war ; and the war taught him not only how to do his 
chosen work in the hospitals, but how to give shape to 
his thoughts and experiences in some of the noblest 
war poems which have ever been written. Certainly 
there are none in the world wliich are closer to the 
actual facts only a few of those wntten m the Great 
War can compare with them m the beauty which is 
^^raid of no tmth and the truth which in all its naked- 
ness IS yet seen_to be beauty And the spint which 
the best of our young poets learnt, perhaps for the first 
time, in the World War is MTutman’s spirit one of 
chanty, and even of humility, as well as of truth and 
endurance , the spint m which, m one of these poems, 
he makes his offering to viclonous Liberty . 

lo, in these hours supreme. 
No poem proud, I chanting brmg to thee, nor mastery’s 
rapturous verse, 

But a cluster contammg night’s darkness and blood-dnppmg 
wounds, 

And psalms of the dead 

All gemus has inconsistencies wluch to the measures 
of mere logic make it appear untrue to itself Literature 
partakes of the vanety and fluidity of life, while logic 
and science have a ngid fixity winch, however necessary, 
seems hke death to the free eyes of art The greatest 
books of the world, notably those which we call the 
Bible, are full of pairs of sentences which teach the 
many-sidedness of truth by darmg to stand in flat 
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f mtradjctipii to each other So here m these Drum 
SjTweTave Whitman returning boldly upon hunsclf 
He who had ridiculed war aa the forgotten and super- 
flcdcd theme of the poets of the old world sounds its 
trumpet-call with a note of the most uncompromismg 
insistence 

Beat 1 beat I drum* I — blow 1 bugle* I blow 1 
Througb the window* — thitnigh door* — burst like a nitfale** 
force 

Into the Bolcnm church, and icntter the congregutiotL, 

Into the *chool wi^re the *01101*1 1 * atudying 
Leave not the bndegroom quiet — no htppmee* must be have 
now with hia bride 

Nor tbe peaceful farmer any peace, ploughing hi* field or 
gathering hi* gram 

So fierce you whirr and pound you drums — *0 shrill you 
bugle* blow 

He who had so often praised rebelhon he who had 
again and agam used the language of anarchy is among 
the very fiercest in his call for the suppression of a 
rebelhon which had, to say the least, a very strong legal 
case m its favour was not m him to speak un 
generously of the enemy and he never didj But he 
had no doubts and no hesitations and seemg the nght 
-^on the wde of the Umon and Democracy, could caU on 
them to launch all their thunderbolts against the South 
and to strike with vengeful stroke He who had 
always proclaimed himself the poet of a world of 
mdustry and commaee casts all that aside m his Song 
of the Banner m which Banner and Child and Poet join 
together to silence the fears and prudences of the 
father by their outbursts of the pleasure new and 
ecstatic of war 

Chad 

O my father I LTte not the htm*e* 

They will never to me bo tnything nor do I like money 
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But to mount up there I would like, O father dear, that 
banner I like, 

That pennant I would be and must be 

Father 

Child of mine you fill me with anguish, 

To be that pennant would be too fearful, 

Little you Imow what it is this day, and after this day, 
forever. 

It IS to gam nothing, but risk and defy everything. 

Forward to stand in front of wars — and O, such wars ! — what 
have you to do with them ? 

With passions of demons, slaughter, premature death ? 


Banner 

Demons and death then I sing. 

Put m all, aye all will I, sword-shaped pennant for war 


And again ; it is this time the Poet who speaks 

My limbs, my veins dilate, my theme is clear at last. 

Banner so broad advancmg out of the mght, I sing you 
haughty and resolute, 

I burst through where I waited long, too long, deafen’d and 
bhnded. 

My hearmg and tongue are come to me, (a little child taught 
me,) 

I hear from above O pennant of war your iromcal call and 
demand. 

Insensate ! insensate (yet I at any rate chant you,) O 
banner 1 


0 you up there 1 O pennant 1 where you imdulate like a 

snake hissmg so cunous. 

Out of reach, an idea only, yet furiously fought for, risking 
bloody death, loved by me. 

So loved — O you banner leadmg the day with stars brought 
from the night 1 

Valueless, object of eyes, over aU and demanding all — 
(absolute owner of all) — O banner and pennant 1 

1 too leave the rest — great as it is, it is nothmg — houses, 

machines are nothmg — I see them not, 

1 see but you, O warlike peimant 1 O banner so broad, with 
stripes, I sing you only, 

Flapping up there m the wmd 
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Assuredly Whitman « no Jingo The best of the 
Drum Taps arc as full of a great hearted tenderness 
embraemg fnend and foe alike as they arc of unRinching 
patnotism The great poems of ivar can no more be 
written m the apint of bellicose arrogance than they 
mn in that still more ignoble spirit whose cry is 
* anything better than w'lx and any country in prefer- 
ence to my own The fine quality of these poems of 
Whitman s depends partly on that gift of transcending 
and rcconcnlmg opposites which is found in so many 
of the greatest of human utterances , in thar strange 
harmonismg of the rclenticssncss of war with the 
uttermost tenderness of chanty and peace 

The first of the Drum Taps arc gi\cn to the call to 
war The two best of them have been partly quoted 
The first poems which stnke the deeper note, never 
struck elsewhere quite as \Vhitman strikes it is the 
short and beautiful By the Bivouac s F jtfuLSUxme^ at 
once a picture, an imagination and, what is rarest in 
the Leaves a work of admirable art It is if only for 
this reason a greater thing than the more popular 
poem {Ckmie up from the Fields ^ Father) which follows, 
though that too is a thing which could only ha\ c come 
from Whitman, bemg full of that power of vmdly 
rcalmng a scene or situation m which, when he stopped 
m tnne he had few nvals The next of the bunal of 
a young soldier, My Son and my Comrade, begins 
and ends with Imes of equal beauty ‘ Vigil strange I 
kept on the field one mght , ‘ And buned him where 
he fen ’ Others exceptionally striking among those 
which follow arc A Sight tn Camp, already quoted * m 
an earlier chapter the poem of the mscnption he 

^ Pi^e n8 
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found nailed on a Virginian tree which had a grave at 
Its foot, “ Bold, cautious, true, and my loving comrade ”, 
words which one would have liked to see used for a 
thousand graves m France , the long and daringly 
detailed poem of the wound dresser, which is himself 
at work , the noble Dirge for Two Veterans^ a poem 
in four -line stanzas and certainly one of the very 
finest of all , the curious Ethiopia saluting the Colors, 
an old slave-woman nsmg from the roadside to salute 
the hberating flag of the Umon ; the lovely hnes of 
the Tan-faced Prame-Boy^ Reconciliation^ his kiss 
of the enemy soldier lying “ white-faced and still in 
the coffin ”, and the beautiful Look down, Fair Moon, 
which has been given ^ m the chapter on his life 

And so we pass to the most famous of all Whitman’s 
poems, the great lync to the memqiy of Lmcoln It 
has no rival among his longer poems ; the only one 
which m any way approaches its sustained lyrical 
flight IS the first of the Sea-Dnft section. Out of 
the Cradle Endlessly Rocking, and even of that the 
approach is not a very near one There also we have 
a lync within a lync, a bird’s song within the song of 
the poet And both are wonderful things, things 
such as had come from no one before Whitman , new 
in their minghng of freedom and music and passion, 
each an authentic voice of the mnermost mystery 
of love and of death, its beauty giving sovereign 
warrant, as for human ears such beauty always will, 
to the assurance of its truth. But there can be no 
question which is the greater of the two Of Come 
Lomly anif^pthingjDeath it is not too much to say 
that it IS one of the great lyrics of the world Lmcoln 
^ Page 1 12 ^ Page 66 '' Page io6 * Page 37 



V THROUGH LEAVES OF GRASS” 173 

was murdered m April 1865, and Whitn^ never 
agam listened to the birds of spring or looM at its 
flows without thinking of the man whom he caUed ^ 
his Captam ‘ the sweetest wisest soul of all my 
days and lands That is what the poem begins with 

1 

men Iflja last m the dooryard bloom d ... 

And the great itar early droop d m the wettem iky in the 

I ^ and yet ahaTl mourn with ever returning ipnng 

Ever returning iprnigji^nnity lure to mo you bring ^ 
blooming perennial and droopmg atar m the west. 

And thought of ium I love 

2 

O powerful western Wien itar 1 
O ahadea of night — O moo^ tearful night I 
O great itar disappear d — O the black murk that hUca tho 
atar 1 

O cruel hands that bold me powerle ss -Q helpless soul of 
me 1 

O harsh aurrounding doud that wfll not free my eouL 


3 

In the dooryard fronting an old farm house near the white 
washd palings. 

Stands the lilac-bush tall-growing with heart-ahaped leaves 
of nch green 

With o^y a pomttd blotsom naing delicate with the 
perfume atroog I love 

With ev^ leaf a miracle— and from this buah m tho door 
yird 

With^^icatencolor’d bloasoms and heart-ahaped leavea of 

A aprig its flower 1 break. 


bt awamp m acduded recessea 
A ahy and hidden bird u warblmg 


Solitary the thrush 

The branit withdrawn to himaclf 

brags by himself a song 


a aong 


avoiding the settiementB 
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Song of the bleeding throat, 

Death’s outlet song of life, (for well dear brother I know, 

If thou wast not granted to sing thou would ’st surely die ) 

5 

Over the breast of the spring, the land, amid cities. 

Amid lanes and through old woods, where lately the violets 
peep’d from the ground, spotting the gray debns, ’ 

Amid the grass in the fields each side of the lanes, passing 
the endless grass, 

Passing the yellow-spear’d wheat, every gram from its shroud 
in the dark-brown fields uprisen, 

Passmg the apple-tree blows of white and pink in the orchards. 
Carrying a corpse to where it shall rest in the grave. 

Night and day journeys a coSin. 

6 

Coffin that passes through lanes and streets, 

Through day and mght with the great cloud darkemng the 
land, ' ^ 

With the pomp of the inloop’d flags with the cities draped in 
black. 

With the show of the States themselves as of crape-veil'd 
women standmg. 

With processions long and wmdmg and the flambeaus of the 
night. 

With the countless torches lit, with the silent sea of faces 
and the unbared heads. 

With the waiting depot, the arnvmg coffin, and the sombre 
faces, / 

With dirges through the night, With the thousand voices 
rising strong and solemn, ) 

With all the mournful voices of the dirges pour’d around the 
coffin. 

The dim-lit churches and the shuddering organs — ^where 
amid these you journey. 

With the tolhng tolling bells’ perpetual clang, 

Here, coffin that slowly passes, 

I give you my spng of hlac 

He thinks of the towns as well as of the country , 
of all the states and all the people who are weeping at 
the sight or the thought of that coffin. And of course 
he thinks of more than Lmcoln, of more than America 



V 


THROUGH ‘ LEAVES OF GRASS 


175 


All true poets Uve m the umvcnal and escape to it, 
even firom those actual and individual occurrences 
persons and things VThich they realise so much more 
vividly than ordinary men The particular is more 
real to them thnn to the rest of us but it is always a 
part of a more real universal And *0 Whitman turns 
from Lmcoln s coffin to salute all other coffins, and from 
death as mere bctcavcmcnt to somethmg much larger 
hoher and happier 
Not for you for one alone 

Blofsoms and btmncbe* green to coffini all I bring 
For fre»h w the mommg tbua would I chant a aong for you 
Oj wie^a nd aacrpl death 

And It IS the whole sea and land farm and street, 
that he wishes to think of as joining with him and bis 
thrush and hu * western orb saihng the heaven in 
their enchanted acceptance nay, even their welcome, 
of death 

Como lovely and toothing' 

Unduleto roond the woiid tcrencly arriving emving 
In the day. m the night to all to each 
Sooner or later delicate death 

Prait d be the ^thomlett unlverac 
For life and joy and for object! and knowledge ojnous 
And for love tweet love— but praiao ( praue I pnmo I 
^^Cthejmre^«nvrmdingjuioa,olcoolt*^oldlngjl^tlu T 

DtHt mother alwtyt gliding near with aoft feet ^ 

Have none chanted for thee a chant of fullest welcome ? 

Then I chant rt for thee I glorify thee above all 
I bnng thee a tong that when thou mutt indeed come, come 
umaltenngly 


Approach ttrong dehvereaa 

When It It to wnen thou bast taken them I joyouily ting the 
♦ijy dead, 

\ Lott in the lovmg floattDg ocean of thee 7 

\^L«ved in the flood of thy blita O death. 
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From me to thee glad serenades, 

Dances for thee I propose saluting thee, adornments and 
feastings for thee, 

And the sights of the open landscape and the high-spread 
skv are fitting, 

And life and the fields, and the huge and thoughtful night 

The night in silence under many a star. 

The ocean shore and the husky. whispering wavc-whoscwoicc 
I-know, 

And the soul turning to thee O vast and well-veil’d death. 
And the body gratefully nestling close to thee. 

Over the tree-tops I float thee a song, 

Over the rising and sinking waves, over the myriad fields and 
the prairies wide. 

Over the dense-pack’d cities all and the teemmg wharves and 
ways, 

I float this carol with joy, with joy to thee O death 

/ 

(No great man has ever been wept in a nobler elegy 
all the nobler because it has in it so much more than 
the death of one man, as much indeed of nature as of 
man, as much of hfe as of death 

It IS followed by the three eight-hne stanzas, 
O Captain ’ My Captain^ which have already been dis- 
cussed m connection with their metre, and then by the 
simple and beautiful hues which begin 

Hush’d be the camps to-day, 

and end 

For the heavy hearts of soldiers 

In the long poem which follows. By Blue Ontaiio's 
Shore, we pass back to a lower, less umversal, world 
From the profoundest of the emotions which are 
shared by the whole of humamty we come to party 
opimons and a purely American outlook upon hfe 
The poem repeats a great deal of what has already 
been said m the Song of Myself, and the half-dozen 
similar proclamations which have already been men- 
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tioned But it has so far its particular position that 
it IS a summing up of the poet s hopes now that as 
he repeats more than once, the war is over, the field 
18 clear d ’ It sets forth the task that, in his view, 
hes before the ‘ boundless expectant soul * of the 
States It cannot be honestly said that that task has 
been accomphshexL There is nothmg surprising m 
that. Poets, who axe mtenser men than the rest of 
us, both fear more deeply and hope more confidently 
than ordinary men Milton thought an ideal Repubhe 
could easily be set up m England at the very moment 
when the bonfires were bemg prepared for Charles II 
Hpgo saw visions for France and Shelley for England, 
or rather for the world which so far give httlc sign 
of realisation. So we must not be surprised if the 
Amenca of ^Vhltman s poem, the America in which 
poets were to coimt far more than busmess men and 
even than Presidents is after fifty years stiU con 
cealed behmd the Amenca of Babbitt and Mariin 
ArrotDsrrath But no doubt it is there And it is 
to * remnants to the minonties who have survival 
value and carry m them the seeds of the future that 
prophets m all ages the prophets of culture and in- 
tdligencc as well as those ancient ones of nghteousneas 
have always had to make their appeal Whitman b 

I complamt that the Union is always swamung 
with blathereis la still painfully true and if those 
undcsirtblee swarm even marc in America than efse- 
whcrc It 18 partly Whitman s own fault. He with 
other Amencans who hke him had brains enough and 
character enough to know better, must bear the rc- 
sponsihihty of having continually assured ignorance 
that It IB the same thing as knowledge and promised 

N 
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to confident sciolism that reward of truth which is 
only won by those who listen and labour and think. 
There is a good deal of this sort of thing in By Blue 
Ontano’s Shore The less said of that the better 
But there is also its other side. There is the healthi- 
ness of ^Vhltman’s defiance of sleepy conventionality. 

Who are you that wanted only a book to join you in your 
nonsense ? 

Piety and conformity to them that like, 

Peace, obesity, allegiance, to them that like, 

I am he who tauntingly compels men, women, nations, 
Ciyung, Leap from your seats and contend for your lives ! 

"SYbat he asks of the poet is on the whole healthy 
asking. The poet is not to be as the “ reflectors and 
the pohte the “ importers and obedient persons ” 
He IS to ask himself whether his performance “ can 
face the open fields and the seaside ” He is, in short, 
to be like Whitman, who can say of himself * 

I have loved the earth, sun, animals, I have despised nches, 
I have given alms to every one that ask’d, stood up for tlie 
stupid and crazy, devoted my income and labor to others. 
Hated tyrants, argued not concerning God, had patience and 
indulgence tow ard the people, taken off my hat to nothing 
known or unknown, 

Gone freely with powerfiil uneducated persons and with the 
young, and with the mothers of families. 

Read these leaves to myself m the open air, tned them by 
trees, stars, rivers 

The section called Autumn Rivulets has more of 
the thinker and mystic than of the pure poet It does 
not include even one poem which any one could wish 
to learn by heart unless perhaps Old Ireland. But 
It contams many great sayings which those who try 
at all to thmk about hfe will wish to remember even 
if they cannot ultimately embrace and assimilate them. 



V THROUGH LEAVES OF GRASS 179 

The poet la sbll trying to get hick. from the vrar to 
“ God 8 calm annual drama , the 

Sunruc that follctt feed* «fld freshen* most the «ouI 
The heavmc the w*ve» upon the ihorc the musical 
strong wsvc* 

The 'vTood* the stalwart trees the slender tapcrmc tree* 

The lihput CMuntlcs* simie* of the Rrass 

The heat, the showen the measurelc** paituiasc* 

The scenery of the snorw* the winds frw orchestra 
The stretching hght hung roof of douds the dear cerulean 
and the sflvery fnnges 

The high dflatmg stars the plidd beckoning stars. 

The rnenring flodca and herds the plalm and emerald 
meadcTwa. 

The shows of all the vancd lands and aH the growths and 
pTodocta 

And to man a drama also hia vaned stage of ordinary 
life 

And the old drunkard stagnenng home from the outbcnise of 
the tavern whence he nad lately nacn. 

And the schoolmistresi that past d on her way to the school 
And the friendly boys that pats dj and the ^arrelsome boys 
And the tidy and freah-edte^ d girls and the barefoot negro 
boy and gui 

And all the c^mgea of dty and country wherever be went 

All the life of animals and of nature 

( the fish suspending themselves so curiously bdow 
there, and the bauitiful curious liquid 
And the water-plants with their graceful flat heads 

had always been a part of Whitman s life from earliest 
childhood and to that life of peace he is now ready 
to go back. But hifl notion of picace is now less than 
ever one of mere acquictccncc This section mcludea 
poemfl addressed to France and Ireland and to A 
Foil'd European Revolubonaire and, though he 
/ has just been hclpmg to put down Amcnca a rebels, 
these poems still repeat his old rebel doctnne 
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I am the SN^om poet of every dauntless rebel the 
world over, 

And he going with me leaves peace and routine behind him, 
And stakes his life to be lost at any moment 


Did we think victory great ? 

{he says to the defeated rezoluttoaary) 

So It IS — but now It seems to me vv hen it cannot be help’d, 
that defeat is great, 

And that death and dismay arc great 

But his faith and message appeal, of course, to a far 
wider world than that of politics. Here is a poem in 
praise of George Peabody, the mumficent millionaire 
But here is also a Song of Prudence in which the kind 
of prudence praised is that which declares 

''■that the young man who composedly pcril’d his 
life and lost it has done exceedingly well for himself 
without doubt, ) 

That he w'ho never peril’d his life, but retains it to old age 
in riches and ease, has probably achiev’d nothing for 
himself worth mentioning 

And here again is the old all-embracing equality, 
clainung the very highest, accepting tlie very lowest, 
so that m one poem he dares to join himself with 
“ Him that was crucified ” and m the next he j’oms 
himself with felons and prostitutes : 

Inside these breast-bones I he smutch’d and choked , 

Beneath this face that appears so impassive hell’s tides 
continually run. 

Lusts and wickedness are acceptable to me, 

I walk with delinquents with passionate love, 

I feel I am of them — I belong to those convicts and 
prostitutes myself. 

And henceforth I will not deny them — for how can I deny 
myself ? 

All IS equahty to his mystic seeing, all is miracle, and 
all is hope 
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Why who much of a miracle ? 

Aa to me IJmow of nothinfl elw but m iracjg* 

Whether rwal£ tbeatrecta ot Manhattan 
Or dart my Kght over the roofa of houaea toward the tky 
Or wade with naked feet along the beach juat m the edge of 
the water 

Or atand under trees In the woods. 

Or talk by day with any one I love or ilcep m the bed at 
night with arw one I love 
Or art at table at dmner with the rest, 

^ look at atrangcra oppo si t e me ndiM in the car 
Or watch honey beca busy around tne hive of a summer 
forenoon 


Or enlmult feeding m the fields 
Or birds or the wonderfulneaa of maects m the air 
Or wondcrfulncsa of the aundown or of stars ahming so 
quiet and bn^t, . 

Or the ciqmaitcjMelicato^thm oiryc of the new moon m 
aprin g \ 

Theietflth the rest, one and allj are to mo miracles 
The whole referring yet each dutmet and m iti place 


So the earth and the «ca are contmually bang filled 
with honxirs of death and disease and yet, you have 
no sooner shrunk back, with loathing at that thought, 
than you sec that, though every mite of earth has 
perhaps once form d part of a tick person yet 


The arasa of apring covera the prairies 
The bean bunts noiaelessty through the mould in the garden, 
' ^ e j ^catdi ipcar of.th^ onlnn pif»T^ upward 
Tneappl^buda cluster together on the tp^e branches 
The resurrection of the wheat appears with pale visage out of 
Its graves. 

The tinge owakea over the willow tree and the mulberry tree 
The he buda carol mommga and evenings whfle the sh^ 
blrda sit on tfaetr nests 

The young of poultry break through the hatch d eggs 
The new-born of antmals appear the calf la dropt t rom the 
cow the colt from the mare. 

Out of Its litde bin fahhfiiUy rise the potato ■ dark green 
leaves. 

Out of Its nin nses the yellow msne-atalk the lilacs bloom m 
the dooryaids 
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The summer growth is innocent and disdainful above all 
those strata of sour dead 

Several longer poems follow, not united into a section 
Proud Music of the Storm has only the biographical 
interest of illustrating his love of music Of Passage 
to India he once said, rather strangely, “ there V rnorc 
of me, the essential ultimate in me, in that than in any 
other of the poems It is difficult to think that this 
remark is more than the expression of a passing mood. 
The poem, like a good many others written about this 
time, notably the Out from behind the Mash of Autumn 
Rivulets^, IS full of Carlyle, fjthe mystical Carlyle of 
Sartor Passage to India founds itself on the memory' 
of Columbus and uses him as the symbol of restless 
man, always, from the days of Adam, repeating “ that 
sad incessant refrain Who ef ore unsatisfied soul^ and 
Whither O mocking life ? ” And so the travellers and 
the mventors and the engineers all try to open for him 
his passage to some new world of content But though 
they do their work well, there is something still wanting 
till “ the true son of God shall come singing his songs ”, 
and “ shall double the Cape of Good Hope to some 
purpose He it is who shows the way to that voyage 
of the soul with which the poem ends * 

Sail forth — steer for the deep waters only, 

Reckless O soul, explonng, I with thee, and thou with me. 
For we are bound where manner has not yet dared to go, 
And we will nsk the ship, ourselves and all 

O my brave soul 1 
O farther farther sail ! 

O darmg joy, but safe ! are they not all the seas of God ? 

O farther, farther, farther sail 1 

The Sleepers is another long poem of umversahty and 
equahty, startmg from a picture of the equality of sleep 
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whidi recalls the famous mght scene m Sartor Raartux 
(^e poet secs all the sleepers of the world, becomes all 
of them m tunr)drcam3 their dreams and hves thar 
waking hves It is all very charactcrutic, more perhaps 
of Whitman s faults than of his finer gifts We arc 
pulled up m it by ugly words and ugly things often 
repeated more than once with that cunous air of defiance 
of good taste and good sense which he often affected 
Few of his poems more raise that question est ce que 
toulc rinti est bonne a dire ? Is there nothmg on this 
earth about which wise men prefer sdcncc to speech ? 
A more original poem is ^0 ihmk qf JIjme It is one of 

(the best statements of Wmtoans convictiona about 
pcTBonahty and immortahty life and death and is full 
'of Carlyle and Tennyson, or at least of thoughts and 
words exactly parallel with theira 
Tf *11 ctnw but to uhes of dung 

If maggots and rata ended ua then Alarum 1 for we are 
bctr»y*d 

15 not more entirely un Tennysoman m form than it is 
exactly Tcnnysonian m thought and even m phrase 
But this is not what is most remarkable in To think of 
Ttme Ita ongmahty hes more m the extraordinary 
vividnese with which here agam as m Brooklyn Ferry 
Whitman seizes and taprtaaes the thought so difficidt 
for any of us quite to realise that presently the world 
will be doing all its doings just as eagerly and actively 
aa It is to-day only we shall have no part m the doings 
and no interest m them 


To think the thought of death merged m the thought of 

mat enala, ^ ■- — 

To thlnlTWin these wondeta of dty and country and others 
taking great mtexoit in them and we ta khw no intereat 
jn tfaenu 
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To think how eapcr wc arc in building our houses, 

To think others shall be just as eager, and wc quite indifferent 

(I sec one building the house that serves him a few' years, or 
seventy or eighty years at most, 

I see one building the house that serves him longer than 
that ) 

Slow-moving and black lines creep over the whole earth — 
they never cease — tliey arc the burial lines, 

He that was President was buried, and he that is now 
President shall surely be buried 

He goes on to a curiously realistic picture of the funeral 
of one of those Broadway stage dnvers by the side of 
whom he loved to sit and enjoy the spectacle of the 
New York streets, whom he so tenderly visited when 
they fell upon evil days 

The next section, Whispers of Heavenly Deaths is of 
much more than biographical interest It includes tsvo 
of his finest things and several others of interest The 
title indicates its contents The poems represent the 
struggle between his Tennysoman faith — 

Did you think Life was so well provided for, and Death, the 
purport of all Life, is not well provided for ^ — 

and that “ overweemng mocking voice ” to which 
Tennyson also was no stranger, of the “ downcast 
hours ” that are as “ weights of lead ” * 

Matter is conqueror — matter, tnumphant only, continues 
onward. 

His “ nearest lover ”, lying on the bed of death, appeals 
to him, with a “ look out of the eyes ”, a “ mute 
enquiry ” * 

The sea I am quickly to sail, come tell me. 

Come tell me where I am speeding, tell me my destmation. 
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But he can only answer 

I undentand your anguiah but I cannot help you 

Still, if knowledge fails and faith halts courage never 
fail* either for himself or for others He can go 
■unflinching into the -unknown confident that the 
unknown ■will be something natural and good 
Darett thou now O soul 

'Walk out ■with mo toward the unknown, region 

Where n either ground u for the feet nor any path to follow ? 

No map there nor guide. 

Nor 'Voice aounding nor touch of human hand 
Nor &u» -with blooming Beah, nor hf» nor cyca are m that 
land. 


And another poem gives the answer 

0 I ie« now that life cannot eochibit all to me, aa the day 

cannot, 

1 ace that I am to -wait for what will be exhibited by death 


In much of all this "we hardly escape from prose But 
in the title poem and in the Last Irwocation we have 
two of Whitman s moet beautiful lyncs Here la the 
first stanza of the Whispers 


murmur d I bear 


.Whwpera of heavenly dpth 

( Labiaflgodmp of nig l^ aibilanthd^Qtala 
h'ootattti ' . . 


Footiti^ g^tly asMndmg royatical breexea wafted aoft and 
low 

Rlpplea of o n a ee n nvera tiea of a current flowing forever 
flowing 

(Or la It the plashing of teail ? the meaaurelcii waters of 
human tears ?) 


And here is the whole of Irwocaiion 


At the last, tenderly 

From the -wmlla of toe powerful fortreaa d bouse 
From the claap of the knitted locks from the keep of the 
■well-doacd doota 
Let mo be -wafted 



i86 


WALT WHITMAN 


CHAP. 


Let me glide noiselessly forth , 

With the key of softness unlock the locks — with a whisper. 
Set ope the doors O soul 

Tenderly — be not impatient, 

-(Strong is your hold O mortal flesh, 

Strong IS your hold O love) 

This section also contains what is perhaps Whitman’s 
most ambitious philosophic poem, the Square Deijic, 
so much admired by J. A Symonds and so fully 
discussed in his book on Whitman Symonds was a 
student of philosophy, and there may be more m the 
poem than mere readers of poetry perceive. But it 
seems at any rate questionable whether Whitman was 
not far too ignorant of philosophy to handle with any 
success these difficult problems of the ultimate realities 
of Spint He shows his philosophic limitations in the 
first poem of this section where he regards Time and 
Space as “ ties eternal ”, the only ties which death does 
not loosen And so this Square Deific seems to be 
httle more than an assertion of th^tffiee aspects of the 
\ Ultimate as it appears to us . Jehovah or Kronos, who is 
I fate or implacable law , Chnst or Hercules, the spint 
\of help and love , and Satan the spirit of rebellion. 
The “ Square ” is completed and the three are some- 
how reconciled in what Whitman so strangely calls 
“ Santa Spirita Those who wsh to study these 
conceptions will welcome the help of Symonds. The 
poem as a poem is of httle importance , and of the 
philosophic importance which Symonds gives it many 
will think that more comes from him than from 
Whitman. 

The next section is entitled FroJn Noon to Starry 
Night Naturally as age comes on the poet’s thoughts 
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turn more and more to * night sleep, death and the 
stars , ■which are the last ■words of this section and are 
here agam, as in all the remaining scctionfl the m 
spiration of the finest poems But both this and those 
which follow contain also a good many pieces of which 
nothing need be said except that they repeat the old 
— faith m democracy, equahty and mdustnahsm both 
■with the old smeenty and ■with the old tendency to 
lapse mto mere journalistic fustian or bathos They 
do not often produce poems, thou^ they often contam 
messages of faith which are about the most inspiring 
thin gs democracy has ever had said to it, and sometimes 
provide opportunities for that keenly observant eye of 
Whitman s noting and recording everything m his 
VTVid way as m Paces where he marks 

the shaved blanch d face* of orthodox atucni 
The pure, extravagant, yearning queationing artiat a face 

The poems that are really poems deal with other things 
than pohtical or even philosophic theories The most 
ambitious IS perhaps The M ystic Trumpete r ^ one of the 
few of his poems whi^lic Ws toncTof rcadmg aloud 
It IB a kmd of Walt Whi tman version of Drydcn s 
St Ceaha Ode He hea at mght and heara m wakmg 
drcain the music of all the ■world past and present 
nature and feudalism love and ■war, sorrow and the 
measureless shame and humiliation of my race and 
finally the prophecy of faith and joy The poem as a 
poem has no chance at all with St CecUia It batt 
beautiful hues but nobody could so much as try to 
learn it by heart. The difference though fatal to a 
comparison between the poems is not all to Whitman a 
discredit Perhaps the essence of it is that Dryden 
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was a great artist but not a man of any great feeling, 
while Whitman felt very deeply but never realised that 
without art he could not make others share his feeling 
O Magnet-South is chiefly remarkable as illustrating 
Whitman’s curious practice, already alluded to, of 
- making apparently autobiographical statements which 
we know have no foundation m fact So in this poem 
he chooses to fancy he had “ grown up ” in Virgima 
and coasted off Georgia : assertions which show how 
cautiously his biographers should use his statements 
about himself There are, however, poems in this 
section which have much more than a biographical 
interest One is the three beautiful stanzas called Old 
War Dreams y which are dreams 

Of the look at first of the mortally wounded, (of that inde- 
scribable look) 

Of the dead on their backs with arms extended wide 

It might be one of the Drum-Taps but that it is not 
experience but memory The other is the spring 
poem By Broad Potomac’s Shore He has just been 
saying m Excelsior, “ Who has made hymns fit for the 
earth ? for I am mad with devouring ecstasy to make 
joyous hymns for the whole earth ” ; and here he 
shows himself aware that such ecstasy can only come 
of surrender to nature’s working It is above all of the 
spring, of Edward FitzGerald’s spnng “ so old to speak 
of, so new to see ”, that it is born 

By broad Potomac’s shore, again old tongue, 

(Still uttering, still ejaculating, canst never cease this babble ?) 
Again old heart so gay, again to you, your sense, the full 
flush sprmg returning, 

Again the freshness and the odors, again Virginia’s summer 
slcy, pellucid blue and silver, 

Agam the forenoon purple of the hills. 
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Again the deathleu gms so noia«le*» soft and greca 
Agam t fag blood red ros es blooming 

Perfume thi» book of mine O blood red roses I 
L«vo subtly mthjTXir waters every bne Potomac ! 

Give me of you O spring before 1 close to put between, its 
pages 1 

O forenoon purple of the hills before I dose of you 1 
O dcathloa" grass ofybu 1 

Of the re mainin g pocins Uttlc need be said •S'on^j of 
ParUng "wtre the last section of the complete edition of 
the Leava which was brought out in the early aghtiea 
They end with the same words with which twenty 
years carher he had closed the edition of i860 

Remember my words 1 may again return^ 

I love you I depart from materials 
I am as one disembodied tmimphant, dead 

Sojuis at Seventy Goodbye my Fancy and Old Age 
Echoes were annerea os he calls them, added m his 
last years In all these there is httle that is new and 
still less that can rank among the work by which he will 
hve The man remains the same and the artist has 
learnt nothmg He is no more aware at the very end 
of the Leaves than at their beginning that such stuff as 

The commonplace I img 

How cheap u health 1 bow cheap nobility 1 

Cannot be inserted in a book of poems without pro 
ducing disgust and irritation or what is perhaps worse 
still the yawns of mdifferencc boredom or contempt 
Many perhaps the majonty, of these final scraps arc 
the merest prose cut mto lengths and punted as verse 
Perhaps there is only a tingle poem m all these sections 
which can claim an unquestioned place m any selection 
of Whi tm a n s work Fhat la the beautiful Cmspijof 
Green m Sonss of Partmg 
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Not alone tho‘?c camps of uhttc, old comrades of the %%ars, 
When as order’d fon\ard, after a lonq march, 

Footsore and wear)*, soon ns the light lessens ^\c halt for the 
night, 

Some of us so fatigued carr>'ing the gun and knapsack, 
dropping asleep m our tracks, 

Others pitching the httle tents, and the fires lit up begin to 
sparkle, 

Outposts of pickets posted surrounding alert through the 
dark, , 

And a \%ord provided for countersign, careful for safety. 

Till to the call of the drummers at da^ break loudly beating 
the drums, 

We rise up refresh’d, the night and sleep pass’d over, and 
resume our journey. 

Or proceed to battle 

Lo, the camps of the tents of green. 

Which the days of peace keep filling, and the dajs of war keep 
filling. 

With a mystic army, (is it too order’d forft’ard ’ is it too only 
halting awhile. 

Till night and sleep pass over ?) 

Now in those camps of green, in their tents dotting the world. 
In the parents, children, husbands, waves, in them, in the old 
and young. 

Sleeping under the sunlight, sleeping under the moonlight, 
content and silent there at last, 

Behold the mighty bivouac-field and waitmg-camp of all. 

Of the corps and generals all, and the President over the 
corps and generals all. 

And of each of us O soldiers, and of each and all in the ranks 
we fought, 

(There "without hatred w'c all, all meet ) 

For presently O soldiers, we too camp in our place in the 
Invouac camps of green. 

But we need not provide for outposts, nor w’ord for the 
countersign. 

Nor drummer to beat the mormng drum 

That stands alone in a desert of prose , or perhaps 
I should say nearly alone, for Ashes of Soldiers has 
something of the same quality, and To the Sunset 
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Brttxe m Goodbyt Fancy something of another 
qnahty almost as fine and perhaps even more char 
BCtenstic 

When he called one of these sections Sands at 
Seventy he was no doubt thinking of the aands of the 
hour-glass But there is another suggestion m the 
word , and there arc sands among which Leaner of 
Grass can hardly grow Still there are those who have 
felt the genius of Whitman and have learnt for the 
sake of its greatness to forgive its httlencas and m 
particular to be patient with its entire l ack of humour 
and of the sel f cnticia m which goes with humour 
'Snd^they at any rate will follow the old man not 
merely with forgiveness but with gratitude and honour 
to the end They will be with him in these last 
thoughts 

A» the tunc draws m A giooniing and cloud 
A dread beyond of I kn^ not whit darkens mo 

and m the half-subhmc and half ridiculous victory over 
them 

Wonderful to depart 1 
Wonderful to bo here 1 

To bo ttui incrediblo God I am 1 

To hive gone forth tmong other Gods these men and women 
I lore 

They will bow their heads before the ‘ old broken 
soldier as he rail* himRe^T 

after 1 lonff hot weirymg mirch or hiply 
after battle 

To-dinr ot twihght, bobblmg iniwcnng company roll-call 
Here with vital voice 

Reporting yet* aaluthig yet the Officer over all. 
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And when at last they close his book they will not 
reject the proud claim w'lth which he himself had dared 
to close It before these last additions were made 

Camcrado, this is no book, 

Who touches this touches n man 

The poem, So Long^ in w'hich these w’ords occur w'as 
WTittcn, it is said, w'hcn he W'as forty But he printed 
It last in the last section of his arrangement of the 
complete Leaves And no tv\o lines arc a better 
summing-up of what he was. There have been poets 
of all ages and countries who, to their immense enneh- 
ment, have been bookish men, and have filled their 
poems wth the art and wisdom w'hich arc the spoils 
of learning, and with the memories and associations 
which hnk into one unbroken chain all the poetr}' 
of all the world Many of these W'ere fully as much 
men as Whitman But for the unlearned their learning 
IS apt a little to hide tlieir humamty. The Leaves of 
G^ass have nothing either of the strength or of the 
weakness of scholarship The poet in them stands 
out m them, to his loss and gam, entirely naked. No 
one fit to read the book has ever doubted that in 
touching It he instantly touched a man. 
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Any one who read* thia book will be in a position to 
form his own opimon of ^VhltInan I have quoted 
very freely indeed of his best and have not been very 
sparing in illuatiabons of his worst That is, of course 
as I see them both the worst and the best I can 
only state the facts as I find them and the conclusions 
to which I have honestly come Others of course 
have come to conclusions which diflfcr widely from 
mine Some good judges have treated Whitman 
with mere contempt Some like Sir Edmund Gossc, 
grant that he is * ndi above almost all his coevals m 
the properties of poetry and yet consider him ‘ for 
want of a defimte shape and finty to be “ doomed 
to ait for ever apart from the company of poets * 
a judgement the second part of which I am quite 
unable to understand when I think, if there were 
nothmg else, of cer tain lyncs of imperishable beauty 
whose strangeness of form is to my cars, no more 
strange than triumphantly fchcitous Others agam 
like Mr Basil de Schneou^ m what is so far as I 
know the most mterestmg critical study of Whitman 
regard his formal innovations as far more successful 
than to me they seem to be I cannot follow Mr de 
193 o 
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Selincourt m his praise of Whitman’s endless in- 
ventones of things m general I do not understand 
how he can prefer the almost formless poems like the 
Song of Myself to those, like the Lincoln elegy, which 
have some approach to form, or how he can assert that 
in these “ the thought loses its distinctive flavour ” 
because “ disciplined language cannot express spon- 
taneous feelings ” , which is, I should have supposed, 
exactly what it has been doing in poetry since the 
world began , and when he quotes one of the longest, 
most ungrammatical and most tedious lines in the 
Leaves^ 

May-be seeming to me what they are (as doubtless they 
indeed but seem) as from my present point of view, and 
might prove (as of course they would) nought of what 
they appear, or nought anyhow, from entirely changed 
pomts of view, 

and calls it “ m its place pure poetry ”, I am merely 
lost m amazement “ Its place ” is that of the middle 
Ime in a remarkable poem, the one which begins, 

Of the tenable doubt of appearances, 

Of the uncertainty after all, that we may be deluded, 

and It divides the first half, of haunting fears, from the 
second half, of indifference and, more than indiffer- 
ence, of peace, in the presence of the love which 
answers all doubts But that this accumulation of 
confusion was the ideal way of marking that transition 
IS what I cannot beheve Mr de Sehneourt would 
answer perhaps that it was this way and no other 
which was typical of ^¥hltman He seems to argue 
that to be typical is the most essential of merits in 
poetry, saying, for instance, that the “ passages of 
conventional melody ” in Whe7i Lilacs Last in the 
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Dooryard Bloom d mskc it popular but prevent it 
firom being typical But surely our final concern with 
poetry is not that it should be typical the worst of 
Shakespeare — even the worst of Wordsworth — is often 
that and so may be the worthless verse of worthless 
writers Our concern is that it should succeed And 
until TnflQ can take much longer breaths than he can 
at present until fact is art prose poetry and all words 
and rhythms of equal value a hnc of this length and 
flatness will not be a success 

And if I cannot think that time is likely to ratify 
the judgements of those who go furthest m acceptance 
of Whitman s formal methods still less can I think it 
will ratify the extraordinary claims sometunes made 
for hifl gemuB We have seen that men like John 
Symon^ and York Powell spoke of him as an mSucncc 
rompara£lc with that of the Bible Less remarkable 
men who came mto closer contact with him used still 
stronger language All through his life his personahty 
had an extraordinary effect upon people Sometimes it 
irritated and repelled But often it fascinated even 
passmg visitors to a degree to which it would not be 
easy to find a parallel Sir Edmund Gosse no facile 
hcro-worshippcr went to see him unwillingly and 
was astonished at the peculiar magic he could 
cierciae not on a disciple but on a stiff necked and 
froward unbehever so that the unbeliever walked 
away after a brief talk with bis heart full of affection 
for the beautiful old man Sir Edmimd a word is, 
as usual, the right one Only something like magic 
seems adequate to account for the spiritual mtoxication 
which Whitman seems to have more than once pro- 
ducedL His fnend Dr Bucke says that no desenp 
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tion can give any idea of the extraordinary physical 
attractiveness of the man ” : and he tells a story of a 
young man who saw him for a single hour m 1877, 
only heard lum utter about a hundred quite ordinary 
words, and yet, according to the young man’s own 
account, “ shortly after leavmg, a state of exaltation 
set m which he could only describe by companng it 
to slight mtoxication by champagne, or to falling m 
love And this lasted six weeks, during wluch he 
was “ plainly different from his ordinary self ”, with the 
result that Whitman became a permanent force in his 
life, “ making for punty and happiness So an Eng- 
hsh doctor who visited him in 1890 records an almost 
parallel impression He speaks of the “irresistible 
magnetism ” of Whitman’s “ sweet aromatic presence, 
which seemed to exhale s^ity,_purity and natural- 
^nessj and exercised over me an attraction which posi- 
tively astonished me, producing an exaltation of mmd 
and soul which no man’s presence ever did before ” 
And there is other evidence that when the seed fell 
mto soil that suited it, this, or something hke this, was 
the growth that resulted. So in some cases, even 
when the previous impression gathered from the 
Leaves had been imfavourable, as ivith the naturahst 
John Burroughs, actual contact with the man pro- 
duced an immediate change. Burroughs descnbes 
the first and last impression of him as “ wonderfully 
gentle, tender and bemgnant ”, which reminds us of 
Moncure Conway’s testimony that he never “ heard 
from those hps a word of irritation or depreciation of 
any bemg ” We are scarcely surpnsed to find 
Burroughs adding that “ he always had the look of 
a man who had just taken a bath ”, and declanng that 
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his literary fncnda sought him chiefly to bask m his 
physical tmd psychical sxmshme ” Another intcreat~ 
mg remark made by iBiinoughs la that ‘ his face had 
none of the eagerness sharpness nervousness, of the 
modem face ’ like the faces of the Greeks it 
expressed repose harmony and command 'while 
the large and loose mouth expressed another side of 
his nature and required the check and curb of that 
daasic brow All thi!t is the picture of no ordinary 
man But a man s personahty is one thmg, his work 
another It is 'very mtcrcstmg for us 'who <lid not 
know Whitman to hear of the impression he made 
upon those "who did But our busmess now is with 
the "work he left behmd him In a man s lifetime 
lucky or unlucky personal charactcnstica often lead 
to hi3 receiving more praise or less than his achieve- 
ment deserved But the function of later cntiosm 
18 to take the book, or other 'work and judge it as it is, 
apart from all prejudices of personal Ukmg or dislikmg 
So -we must ignore altogether m Whitman s case the ex 
travagancca of those "who fresh from his presence, give 
utterance to such assertions as that of Dr Buckc who 
m other respects, it seems a sensible mnn declared 
that the two parts of Faust and Dtchtung imd WaJtrkeii 
taken together fall far short of the 'work of Whitman 
after -which we are scarcely surprised to Icam that 
Whitman stands above Anstotle Newton Sophocles 
Leonardo and Bacon even if Bacon -wrote the plays 
asenbed to Shakespeare 1 

With flights of this sort sober enbetsm has obviously 
nothing at aU to do They merely prove that Whitman, 
like some other men of gemus had the power of so 
crating his followers as sometimes to dcpnvc them 
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almost altogether of their senses And even where the 
materials for forming a judgement were less wanting 
than they evidently were here, even when the critic is 
a man of learning like Symonds or other Englishmen 
of that time whose testimonies I have quoted, we can 
now see that the novelty of the work, and still more the 
magic of the man, led to assertions which seem absurd 
to-day in the perspective already provided by the lapse 
of years There is nothing exceptional m this Equally 
good judges placed Scott in his day, and Tennyson m 
his, by the side of Shakespeare 

What, then, m the case of Whitman does the perspec- 
tive of time allow us to see ? Well, above all, after all 
these exaggerations have been put aside, it certainly 
allows us, as I have said, to see a man of gemus. 
Mr Lascelles Abercrombie has recently spoken of 
"Whitman as having created “ out of the wealth of his 
noble experience that vividly personal figure which is 
surely one of the few supremely great things m modern 
poetry — the figure of himself ” Only genius creates 
“ supremely great figures ”, and only genius provides 
itself with the material for them So, though hlr. 
Abercrombie does not use that word, he imphes it It 
IS impossible to define genius, but I do not envy the 
man who, however irntated by Whitman’s crudities, 
fails to find in him that umqueness of vital and 
vitahsmg energy of spirit which always accompames it 
in whatever form it appears Then there is always 
novelty m gemus, and m none more than m Whitman’s 
He and his poetiy were not all that he wished them to 
be and often thought they were But it can hardly be 
demed that in them for the first time the native and 
original genius of the Umt^ States ^f America found 
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authentic, thcni g h no doubt not perfect,jexpre&sioa 
It IS true that many of the ideas on ■which he most 
insisted are already present m the wntmgs of Em erson 
an ^Th oreau And it la likely enough that ^VHltman 
was originally inspired by Emerson though after tht 
two men had come to feel their essential differences at 
least as much as what they had m common Whitman 
would say that his wort owed nothing to the influence 
of Emerson That was a natural reaction perhaps 
from the sense of the debt he owed to Emerson s 
instant and generous praise of the first edition of the 
leaves And no doubt it "was not made the less natural 
by the fact that as we have seen Emerson never 
pubhely followed up his private praise of Whitman 
The two men, m fact, were m important respects very 
unlike It was not merely that Emerson ■was a man of 
academic culture It ■was not even merely that he 
could not imdcTBtand or consort easily with plam 
uneducated people A still more marked contrast lay 
m the fact that he had Uttle of the sensuous in him and 
did not understand how m Whitman the human and 
even the physical, constantly took precedence of the 
mtcUectual Emerson s great gifts were those proper 
to the author s study the professor 8 choir the pulpit 
of the preacher \S^tman a had more alloy but they 
■were of the more universal order whoso home is m the 
open air or m the life and busmeas of all men and that 
IB much the same thing as saymg that he ■was a man 
of greater gcniua Nor ■will it do 1 think, to say, os 
ifl sometimea said that Whitman s almost exact con 
temporary Herman Melville had more of gemus thgn 
he Moby Dick is a book full of great thmga which 
give fine expression to an imagination which is at home 
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m both the worlds, the spiritual and the physical alike. 
But does any one think such things possess the newness, 
the uniqueness, cither of Come Lovely and Soothing 
Death or of the Song of Myself} Could any one think 
of speaking of its author as we have seen wise men 
speaking of Whitman ? 

More, then, than any of these, as it seems to me, 
Whitman is the genius of America And, if that is 
so, no admitted limitations can justify Europeans in 
Ignoring him To be the voice of a nation is a great 
achievement, and the greater the nation the greater the 
achievement It may be plausibly argued that Wliitman 
holds that glory in a unique degree Is there a Greek 
who represents the whole of Greece, a Frenchman who 
represents the whole of France, or an Englishman, 
even Shakespeare himself, who represents the whole 
of England, as Whitman represents the whole of the 
Umted States, and every man and woman of every 
class within their borders ? 

Then there is another position, less certain but 
perhaps still greater, which may be claimed for him. 
Who has been a greater voice of the ideal which the 
word democracy tnes to suggest ? How much saner 
and healthier, both physically and morally, he is than 
Rousseau I How much wider meaning he gives to the 
idea than could be given by such pohtical orators as 
Bnght 1 How he towers, by imagination, by vision, by 
the joy of the body and the joy of the soul, over such a 
dull materialist as Marx ! Of what immeasurably finer 
and freer-flowmg metal he is made than those mixtures 
of the cruel tyrant and the narrow doctnnaire whom 
we have seen during the last few years in Russia, 
cloaking their despotism with names stolen from the 



VI THE ULTIMATE REMAINDER 201 

language of freedotn and democracy 1 The oedy great 
dcmDcratJC figure who can nval him as an embodiment 
of the true democratic faith is his own hero, Lmcoln, 
who aaw him from a wmdow, asked ^vho he was, and 
said Well he looks like a mak ' , of whom he m 
his turn said thmgs unforgettable and immortal 

No doubt he shows as we have already seen a good 
many of the defects of the democratic temperament 
He 1* t he mo st tacuberg nt of the ** b Utheters vnth 
whom democraaes have, as he was half aware always 
swarmed He screams brags swears, blusters * as 
even Symonds admits , he “ thumps the pulpit 
cushion , with the usual result of such thumpmg 
the most crying defect of the Leavex is their contmual 
lapses mto the forcible feeble. The culture which he 
despised would have saved him from that as it would 
have saved him from such absurdities as despising 
the small theatre of the antique and the aimless 
slecp-walkmg of the Middle Ages ’ m comparison 
with the achievements of hia own age and country 
After all, It ifl only culture that can provide us with 
standards, and without such standards whose ngid 
measure democracy 1* apt to resent one is liable to fall 
mto folhcB of this sort or mto supposing as Whitman 
supposed, that there is nothing grander” as a 
\ result of faiii m humankmd than a well-contested 
Amencan national election the voting in which he 
has the courage m one of hia poems to compare to a 
Bull small voice , of all things m the world and the 
voting papers to countless snowflakes falling ! 
These arc the hxnitahoiis and defccta of the democratic 
temperament, But I do not think they prevent 
Whitman from bang one of the smoerest healthicat 
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and, except Mazzmi, perhaps even the loftiest, of all 
the voices of democracy The faith of it is written, as 
we have seen, all over his poetry, not always wisely, 
still less always modestly, but always with the passionate 
sincerity of a man whose creed sprang from his heart 
and was to be seen every day overflowing into his 
life How many better statements are there of that 
creed than lus prose Demoaatic Vistas and parts of his 
Preface to the Leaves ? 

And if he exhibits some of the weaknesses of demo- 
cratic enthusiasts , there are others , not the least common , 
from which he is singularly free He would probably 
have agreed with what Mr Page, the Umted States 
Ambassador to England during the war, said when 
speakmg of the late W. J Bryan and people of his sort * 
“ It’s the common man we want, and the uncommon 
—common man when we can findhim , never the crank ”, 
a remark, by the way, as true m literature as in politics 
Anyhow, after imddle hfe at any rate, Whitman was the 
opposite of a “ crank ”, laughing at his early bigotnes 
of anti-slavery, anti-capital pumshment and teetotahsm, 
and even confessing to “ a latent toleration for the people 
who choose a reactionary course ”, however far he was 
from choosmg such a course himself So, in spite of 
his self-chosen poverty, he declares m the Vistas that 
democracy looks “ with ill-satisfied eye upon the very 
poor and on those out of busmess ” and asks for men 
and women “ well off, owners of houses and acres, and 
with cash m the bank ” Nor was he, hke so many 
democrats, at all a peace-at-any-pnce man, as he showed 
in the war Indeed he may be said to have been some- 
thing of what we should now call ^Impemhst, for he 
advocated the annexation of Russiah~Anienca, Cuba, 
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Meaco and Canada to the United States I And much 
of Democratic VtsUa is given to a very open-eyed 
dcnunaatioii of those very States and their institutions 
which m his poetry he commonly sees only through 
such rose-coloured spectacles He speaks with terrible 
frankness of the appalling dangers of umversal--^ 
suflfnige m a cormtry entirely without a native intel- 
lectual life or a htcrature of its own where soaety is 
crude and rotten , the busmcis classes depraved 
the official classes taturated in corruption He 
declares that Democracy grows rankly u p [by which 
he means ‘ prodiTces '] the thickest noxious deadliest 
plants and frmts of all , and that between the ' absence, 
or perhaps the amgular abeyance of moral consacntious 
fibre all through Amencan society the mcrcdible 
flippancy and blmd fury of parties and the entire lack 
of first-class captains and leaders the problem of the 
“^turc of Amcnca is m certam respects as dark as it is 
vast ’ Some of these evils arc partly cured since 
Whitman wrote others rcraam and not only m 
America and as he says ‘ m downcast hours the soul 
thinks they always will remain But as he imracdi 
atcly adds it soon recovers from such sickly moods 
For the machinery of democracy he cares nothing It 
18 the apint of it pervading the whole of a people which 
m his View is important for that, as he secs Jt, is a 
tramer of immortal souls The Vutas are a pro- 
longed call for a new order of poets without whom 
neither Amcnca nor democracy which he hardly 
distmguishes can come to any growth of ulbmato 
Significance The poet alone can be the voice of the 
fervid and tremendous idea mclbng everything else 
with resistless heat— and solving all lesser and definite 
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distinctions in vast, indefinite, spiritual, emotional 
power ” The poet alone can convey the spmt which 
can solve the great problems of democracy, reconcihng 
the solidanty of society with the independence of the 
individual, the largest freedom with the stnctest law 
For, if he is a real poet, he is the most authontative 
voice of “ religion (sole worthiest elevator of man or 
State) ” which is “ at the core of democracy ” and alone 
can breathe into it “ the breath of life Whitman 
rests his faith on the soul of goodness which, hoAvever 
concealed, warped, weakened by a thousand faults, he 
had in the war seen alive and at work in the plain man 
at least as much as in his officer. The thought that is 
at the root of Calaimis was one of no mere private 
mterpretation It reappears in the Vistas where he 
pleads in prose for “ intense and lovmg comradeship, 
the personal and passionate attachment of man to man ”, 
and declares that he confidently expects a time when 
“ manly friendship fond and loving, pure and sweet, 
strong and lifelong ”, will be “ earned to degrees 
hitherto unknown ” , and adds that it is “ to the 
general prevalence of that fervid^comr^eship (the 
adhesive love, at least nvallmg the amative love hitherto 
possessing imagmative hterature) ” that he looks for 
“ the coimter-balance and offset of our matenalistic and 
vulgar Amencan democracy and for the spintualisation 
thereof ” 

No one, behever or unbehever, can deny that all 
this, and the rest of Democratic Vistas, forms one of the 
most inspmng of all statements of the democratic faith 
But there is a still finer statement, more charactenstic 
because less pohtical, of what is really the same ideal, in 
the Preface to the Leaves. 
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Thi* 18 whiit you eliall do loyp the earth and sun and 
the imiTTiflln dc*piBe nchea give alma to every one that aaha 
stand up for the Btupid and craiy devote your income and 
labour to othen hate rtrrantB argue not concerning God 
have patience and mdufgcnco towards the people off 
your nat to nothing known or unknown or to any man or 
number of men. go freely with powerful uneducated 
persons and with the young and with the mothers of 
fianihea read these Leaves m the open air every season of 
cverv vear of your life re-examme all vou have been told 
at school or church or m any book^ dismiss whatever 
insults your own soul and your very flesh shall be a great 
poem, and have the nchest fluency not only m its words 
but m the silent lines of its bps and face, and between the 
lashes of your eyes, and m every motion and jomt of your 
body 

Ferw of us can even try to put all those words mto 
practice few of os perhaps think every one of 
them wise or even true But none of us can be blind 
to the grestnesa of their inspiring spirit The man 
who wrote them was a son of the prophets of whom 
democracy has not had too many Let her never fail 
to chensh and honour the memory of this one 

So much then we see or think wc sec clearly m 
Walt Whatman a man of genius who was first, as 
few men have ever been the spokesman of a whole 
nation and then a thmg perhaps greater stdl the, 
prophet and evangelist _of a grca^ idea. But that is 
notalTwes^ Whitman was a writer Ho practised 
two kmdred but separate arts he wrote verse and he 
wrote prose Enough has been said in previous 
chapters both of the gemus and of the stupidities 
the wonders of power and beauty and tbe wonders 
of flatness and uglmeas which make the busmess of 
reading bis verse a senes of contraxhetory expenenoes 
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I suppose any honest critic who comes to him fresh 
from even a very moderate acquaintance mth the great 
hterature of the world must go through alternations 
of wonder and disgust His incongruities and m- 
equahties are staring facts of continual occurrence. 
The same ear and imagination which were fine enough 
to create the bird’s song m Out of the Cradle Endlessly 
Rocki7ig were also so extraordinarily dull as to be able, 
in the middle of an impassioned love poem, to make 
the lover address his waiting bride in a phrase of such 
hideous cacophony and absurd associations as “ O 
tender waiter ” ! These contrasts of inconsistency 
make it pecuharly difficult to hold fast to one clear- 
cut impression of him I have not attempted to 
conceal my own experience of that difficulty I need 
not repeat my conclusions I can only sum them up 
once more by saying that I find m Whitman, first, a 
great poet who often wrote dull and ugly nonsense, 
and, secondly, the prophet and pioneer of free verse 
who triumphed m it as not even the best of his followers 
have triumphed, and failed as scarcely the worst have 
failed It seems to me that in his resolve to dehver 
verse from the hard Egyptian bondage of a few forms 
and models he was nght and partly succeeded, and 
has paved the way for the success of others On the 
other hand, his attempt to make the naked sentence 
do the work of the hne seems to me to fail , and so, 
qmte as much, does his attempt to make the unpurged 
ordmarmess of joumahsm take the place of the rarities 
and ongmahties of poetry Those sought-out har- 
momes of sound and meaning and association, those 
difficult discovenes of the word or phrase which is to 
astomsh us by its combination of new meamng and 



VI THE ULTD^IATE REMAINDER 207 

old authonty and to appeal to car and memory and 
mmd all at once are not to be replaced by any atich 
easy and haphazard methods So m ervery way 
success and failure arc strangely mixed and I think 
that even a selection of his best work uxmld contam 
fixquent exhibitions of these failures together with 
some of the rarest poetry ^VTlttcn m English during 
the mneteenth century 

I am tiying m this chapter to sum up the ultimate 
remamder as it were of \Vlutman so perhaps I ought 
to add a few words about hit prose It is ivith him 
as with BO many poets with Milton with Wordsivorth 
with Shelley fine as his best prose is it would probably 
have been httlc heard of if it had not been for his 
poetry And certainly the bulk of it is mere crude 
journalism which only unusually foolish and un 
usually offidous disaplcs could have been unkmd 
enough to restore to the light of day Much c\cn 
of what IS better than that like the collection of his 
IcttcTB to his mother and to Pete Do>lc is almost aa 
ejaculatory and spasmodic as his verse and therefore 
bemg prose which is much less patient of tncks than 
verse 18 rather tiresome to read at any length But 
m the arts no number of blunders or failures out 
balances a angle bucccss Prior may wntc a hundred 
Solomom , they cannot hurT hia (Child of Quality 'I 
And not all 'Whitman s crude journalism and crude 
cnticism can prevent such a passage as that I just now 
quoted from the Preface to the Leavet from being a 
great thing greatly said 

But perhaps the part of his prose which may prove 
to be of most umver^ appeal 19 to be found in nothing 
political or propagandist, nothing written directly for 
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the pubhc, but among the notes which he made for 
himself from time to time and ultimately arranged 
for pubhcation under the title Specimen Days They 
are of all sorts, from plam accounts of some of the facts 
of his hfe to very tender and movmg records of his 
experiences among the soldiers m the hospitals Of 
his maimer of handhng plam facts no better example 
can be given than his account of Lmcoln’s second 
Inauguration : 

March j^th The President very quietly rode down to 
the capitol in his own carnage, by himself, on a sharp trot, 
about noon, either because he wish’d to be on hand to sign 
bills, or to get nd of marching m line with the absurd 
procession, the muslm temple of hberty and pasteboard 
monitor. I saw him on his return, at three o’clock, after 
the performance was over He was m his plam two-horse 
barouche, and look’d very much worn and tired , the Imes, 
mdeed, of vast responsibihties, mtncate questions, and 
demands of life and death, cut deeper than ever upon his 
dark brown face , yet all the old goodness, tenderness, 
sadness, and canny shrewdness, underneath the furrows 
(I never see that man without feelmg that he is one to 
become personally attach’d to, for his combmation of 
purest, heartiest tenderness and native western form of 
manhness ) By his side sat his httle boy, of ten years 
There were no soldiers, only a lot of cmhans on horseback, 
with huge yellow scarfs over their shoulders, ndmg around 
the carriage. 

There are only a few words m this that could not have 
been written by anybody Yet the whole leaves an 
impression of a kind of greatness and simphcity, not 
altogether unfit to be the picture of the man who 
made the speech at Gettysburg But of all the prose 
Whitman wrote, what gives me, at any rate, most 
pleasure did not come till later ; not till after his 
recovery, or partial recovery, from the long illness 
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whjch began in 1873 It is \nth Ins prose os Mlh his 
\cnc He becomes a much greater man after the 
begmmng of the war I at least cannot doubt (though 
Mr dc Sdmeourt not onl) doubts but denies) that 
^\^lltman N\‘a5 cnUrcl} right in his assertion that he 
and his poetry owed an almost immeasurable debt 
to what he calls the sudden, ^*a5t tcmblc, direct 
and indirect stimulus ’ of the war and to the emo- 
tional depths It sounded in him In any case there 
can be no doubt of the fine quality of some of his later 
prose The best of it was \mttcn during his \nsits 
to hii fnends the Staffords and was inspired by the 
solitary hours he spent in hii beloscd Timber Creek 
He sap It was to his life there that he maj ha\c o\scd 
his partial rcco\ cry from the prostration of 1874-75 ' 
Nature, or nature and friendship made his >^holc life 
there, and when he takes up his pen after his illness 
It is to Nature that he at once turns 

After you ha\c exhausted what there is m business 
politics conMMahty lo\‘e ind to on — have found that none 
of these finally talufy or permanently vfcar— what remams ? 
Nature remains 10 bring out from thar torpid rcccascs 
the afHniues of a man or woman with the open air the trees 
fields, the changes of seasons — the tun by day and the start 
of heaven by night We will begin from these convictions 
Literature Uies so high and is so hotly spiced that our 
notes may seem hardly more than breaths of common air 
or draughts of ViTitcr to dnnk Gut that b part of our 
lesson 

Nature remains and aiTinities of men and women 
with nature and with each other That is the best 
subject of his prose as of his poetry The best of the 
prose and poetry ore closely akin and even the briefest 
attempt to record hia g^us would be incomplete 

p 
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without some mention of these beautiful passages of 
prose, great in their affinity to the words of all other 
mystics and lovers of nature, great also in their unique- 
ness, m the presence within of qualities that are 
“ Walt’s ” and his alone 

I will end by quoting a few of them Here is, first 
of all, a piece of pure observation, not indeed observ^a- 
tion of the stnet scientific sort ; tliat was not Whitman’s 
gift or business. Indeed he says somewhere that it 
is best “ not to know too much or to be too precise 
about birds and trees and flowers ”, he thinks that 
“ a certain free margin, and even vagueness . . . helps 
your enjoyment of these things ” Still this little piece 
shows him ready enough to take trouble, watch and 
record his experience * only his observation is of the 
free sort, after the fashion of Dorothy Wordsworth, 
the only fashion which matters for poetry, the fashion 
m which the joy of it, and the sympathy, are at least 
as plain as the patience and the accuracy , while the 
imagination is at any rate never qmte asleep 

Did you ever chance to hear the midnight flight of 
birds passing through the air and darkness overhead, in 
countless armies, changing their early or late summer 
habitat ? It is something not to be forgotten A friend 
called me up just after 12 last mght to mark the pecuhar 
noise of unusually immense flocks migrating north (rather 
late this year) In the silence, shadow and dehcious odor 
of the hour, (the natural perfume belongmg to the night 
alone,) I thought it rare music You could hear the 
characteristic motion — once or twice “ the rush of mighty 
wings,” but often a velvety rustle, long drawn out — some- 
times quite near — ^with contmual calls and clurps and some 
song-notes It all lasted from 12 till 3 Once in a while 
the species was plainly distinguishable , I could make out 
the bobolink, tanager, Wilson’s thrush, white-crown’d 
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sparrow and occasionally from high m the air camo tbe 
notes of the plover 

This has a speaal interest as lUostratmg what all 
hifl fnends record of^e exceptional acuteness of his 
powers of hearing and smell } 

My next selection is a thing perhaps still more 
diaractenstic, redolent of his beloved common earth 
the earth of all men 

The soil, too — let others pen-and ink the sea, the oir 
(ssl sometimes try) — but now I fed to choose the common 
soil for theme — naught else Th e, brown here, (just 
between wintcr-dosc and opening spring vegetation J — 

the ram>showcr at ni^hL and the fresh smell next morning 
— the red worms wngghng out of the ground — the dead 
leaves the mapicnt graas^ and the latent life underneath — 
the effort to start something — already m shelter d spots 
some little flowers — the distant emcrad show of winter 
wheat and the rye fields — the yet naked trees with clear 
mtcrsticct. grvmg prospects hidden m summer — the tough 
fallow and the ^ow teanii and the stout boy whittling to 
hu bones for encouragement — and there the dark fat «rth 
m long slantmg stnpea upturn d. 

And here is the sick man sitting among the falling 
autumn leaves yellow and black and pale and hectic 
red simpler m what he makes of them than Shelley 
and much less sad but ho also not without thoughts 
which pass like Shelley s beyond the sight before his 
eyes 

Cloudv and cooUsh sims of incipient winter Yet 
pleasant here, the leaves thick falling the ground brown 
with them aliearly rich coloring yeflows of all hues, pale 
and dark-greem shadca from lightest to richest red — ull set 
in and toned down by the prcvailmg brown of the earth 
and gray of the sky So winter u conung ^ and I yet in 
my sfekness I sit here amid all these fair sights and vital 



212 


WALT WHITIVIAN 


CliAP. 


influences, and abandon myself to that thought, with its 
wandenng trains of speculation 

Then, a few days later, more, and more mystical, 
speculations , happmess beyond speech and a wonder- 
ing guess as to where it comes from. 

I don’t know what or how, but it seems to me mostly 
owing to these skies, (every now and then I think, while I 
have of course seen them every day of my life, I never 
really saw the skies before,) have had this autumn some 
wondrously contented hours — ^may I not say perfectly happy 
ones ? 

What IS happiness, anyhow ? Is this one of its hours, 
or the hke of it ? — so impalpable — a mere breath, an 
evanescent tmge ? I am not sure — so let me give myself 
the benefit of the doubt Hast Thou, pellucid, m Thy 
azure depths, medicme for case like mine ? (Ah, the 
physical shatter and troubled spirit of me the last three 
years ) And dost Thou subtly mystically now dnp it 
through the air invisibly upon me ? 

One more passage, the last this time a mght piece, 
of close kinship with what we have just read . 

I sit by the pond, everything quiet, the broad pohsh’d 
surface spread before me — ^the blue of the heavens and the 
white clouds reflected from it — and flittmg across, now and 
then, the reflection of some flying bird Last mght I was 
down here with a friend till after midnight , everythmg 
a miracle of splendor — the glory of the stars, and the 
completely rounded moon — the passing clouds, silver and 
lummous-tawny — now and then masses of vapory illumm- 
ated scud — and silently by my side my dear fnend The 
shades of the trees, and patches of moonlight on the grass 
— ^the softly blowing breeze, and just-palpable odor of the 
neighbounng nperung com — ^the indolent and spiritual 
night, mexpressibly nch, tender, suggestive — something 
altogether to filter through one’s soul, and nourish and feed 
and soothe the memory long afterwards 
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A bdy who kncn Whitman well for manj )cars 
spoke once of hu habit of regarding cverjnhmg in 
God sumversc * ^v^th " wonder rc\crcncc, acceptance 
and lo\x ’ That is the mood wx sec him m here 
wc cannot lca\x him m a better or a happier It came 
upon him often, in solitude , if others were with him 
when It came he could not, as that same lady records, 
be got to speak It belonged, of course to his inner 
most being and was no doubt do«cl> connected with 
the constant thankfulness which he once declared 
to be ‘the best item in his work, and i-mh 
that strong * rchgious teniimcnt which ns this 
Witness and several others record pervaded and 
dominated ’ his whole hfe. That rchgious scnti 
ment , or rchgion was not perhaps one which would 
be available for ordinary men And it did not keep 
Whitman (as what rchgion docs ?) from speaking with 
imtation and contempt of other people s rehgions 
which he had never possessed and had never made any 
effort to understand But that hia faith was one worth 
having and was at the root of his hfe no one can doubt. 

It made him love men — not mankmd but ordinary 
people of every day — as few men of any sort havx 
lov^ them and of men of genius perhaps fewest 
of all It made him live not only in love but also m 
the other two gifts of Wordsworth s trinity, m hope 
and admiration too But admiration is too weak a 
word He lived in wonder which the wise man ssid|-- 
was the beginning oTTchpon His whole attitude all 
through towards man and towards nature was one 
coloured and inspired by wonder, hope joy and love 
He could not always find language which could capture 
and preserve what he thought and felt It often 



±14 WALT WHITMAN chap.vi 

flowed away and was lost But not always. This 
little book contains, I hope, evidence enough that he 
had moments, not very infrequent moments, m which 
he was able to give unforgettable utterance to un- 
forgettable experiences , to those experiences, now of 
vision and ecstasy never before seen, now of simplicities 
daily seen and passed by, through which poets pass 
to the possession of secrets of ultimate reality the 
revelation of which to the world, so far as revelation 
IS possible, IS their art, their business and their dehght. 
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